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	1. Prologue

* A/N I do not own Avengers, Marvel, or anything related to the movies. I only own my own character. Contains spoilers for the Avengers and Captain America: Winter Soldier movies.

In the quiet neighborhood, the stillness of the night was broken by the boisterous laughing coming from The Cavern, a small pub located at the end of the street. Normally the streets were bustling, but at this time in the night, it was dark and bare. A man stood in the shadows, watching the back door intently as he breathed softly, hiding the crystals his warm breath made in the cold winter night.

18 year old Arianna Hart stepped out of the pub, dumping the trash into the bins and dusting her hands. She checked her watch, and was relieved that it was time for her to clock out. Just as she was about to turn back inside, she paused, sensing a presence. She slowly swiveled back around, her eyes scanning the dark alleyway as she slowly reached behind her to grasp the doorknob. Just then there was a rustle, and she almost screamed as a man tackled her just as a gunshot sounded, pulling her behind a bin. But he blocked her mouth and she was left breathless from the sudden movement as hazel eyes briefly met blue eyes, before the man quickly stood up and shot an arrow in the direction of the gunshot.

She blinked, unsure if she was seeing the scene correctly, as the man ducked down beside her, only to quickly draw another arrow, duck out the side of the bin, and shoot it again. This time, instead of returning to cover, he slowly lowered his bow and stood. Arianna watched warily as he flitted away briefly, presumably to check his target, before he was back in front of her staring down at her without emotion. She also stood very slowly, watching him as carefully as he seemed to watching her but her eyes kept flitting around to check her surroundings as well.

Just as she straightened her back, she became aware of another presence at the entrance to the alley and she tensed. "No need to worry. We're safe… well safer." The new man's voice chuckled. Finally, the archer turned away from her, moving his stance to be facing the new man and Arianna slowly turned around to faced the man. He was unassuming, his build clearly saying he wasn't a fighter but fit enough that if Arianna hadn't been trained in various martial arts, he would probably be able to subdue her. Arianna's eyes narrowed, not liking how she was sandwiched between the two men. The newcomer seemed to notice her discomfit, and he waved his hand. Immediately, the archer moved away, heading over to stand next to the body of Arianna's would-be killer.

"Arianna Hart. My name is Phil Coulson, I work for the Strategic Hazard Intervention Espionage Logistics Directorate, or SHIELD." Arianna raised her eyebrow. "You might want to just stick with the acronym." She muttered, and she heard the archer snort. Phil Coulson chuckled: "Yes, I've been told."

"You might want to listen then." Arianna retorted. This time the archer gave a louder snort, and Coulson sighed, before he continued: "Now, I'm sure you know what we must be here for." Immediately Arianna tensed. "Actually, no." She responded flatly. "Miss Hart, have you heard of the CIA?" Arianna gave a small sarcastic smile even as she cringed inside. "Yes, everyone has. A not-so-secret organization of spies for our country."

"Very funny." Coulson sighed. "Miss Hart, let me explain what SHIELD is. We are an independent organization of agents dedicated to security and peace." Arianna frowned as she glanced at the archer and then her eyes flickered down to the body before she refocused on Coulson. He nodded. "There are also others out there like him- it's the reason SHIELD exists really. To protect innocent lives from people like them."

"While I suppose I am grateful you saved me, why are you telling me this? Why was that man targeting me in the first place? I doubt even if you save random girls, you don't normally send an archer and tell them about this… SHIELD." Arianna glanced at the archer again.

"You are quite right. The truth is, part of the reason you were attacked tonight is our fault. We've been tracking you, you have some qualities we could use." Arianna frowned at that. "What do you mean, 'use'?" She asked suspiciously.

"We would like to hire you." Coulson explained. "You are extremely skilled in mixed boxing, taekwondo, and karate. You are also a junior champion gymnast, particularly good with the batons. Your skills of observation and preservation instinct, while they could be polished, are above average."

Arianna sighed. "I'm not that special. Sure I dabble in different sports, but anyone else out there could be just as good. So thanks, but…" "We started tracking you because you hacked into the CIA database." The archer suddenly said bluntly. Arianna closed her eyes, and exhaled sharply.

"I'm not sure what you mean." She suggested, but Coulson replied: "Miss Hart, we know you hacked into the CIA database; you would have been issued with a summon to JV or at least issued a warning, but we overlooked it because of two reasons." Arianna waited as Coulson smiled. "First of all, we were impressed by your impressive skills and after finding out more about you, we decided you were the potential we are constantly looking for."

Arianna waited, becoming impatient as Coulson's pause continued. "And?" She asked eventually. The archer's lips quirked and Coulson continued to grin at her. "And you hacked the CIA because you had figured out the code for an international terrorist plan. So you left friendly hints for them to figure it out. That responsible, and just attitude- it's what we need. The one thing that can't really be taught."

Arianna pursed her lips. "You said hire," she began and Coulson nodded. "Yes." He said and Arianna frowned a little. "You also said espionage." She pointed out. Coulson nodded again.

"We would hire you as our computer technician officially, but we'd like to ask you to join our spy operations- specifically, strike team Delta. You'd work with Barton, here," he nodded at the archer and Arianna glanced at him, "and one other person."

Arianna sighed, shaking her head. "You're explaining so much to me, you seem confident I'll join. What makes you think I'd accept?" She mused, and Barton grinned at last as he said: "Because you're a single child with a poorly mother, so responsible that you juggle three jobs to help support yourself and her, clever but too busy for college as you're desperate for money. So you've enrolled in online courses, you're ready for work, and you're lying about your age to get a well-paying job here."

He gestured at the pub. Arianna stared at him, and Coulson said gently: "SHIELD will pay you well, and we'll put you through the best online college and all the education you need. We'd essentially sponsor you, in exchange for your commitment and agreement to work long-term, and you'd be doing good for the world."

Arianna looked at them. "Why me?" She asked a last, and Coulson smiled at her. "We told you- you're what we need." "But don't think we'll go easy on you because of that." Barton interjected. "You'll still need to train hard; the job's not easy and we'd be expecting you to put your life on the line every time. You're saving people, but it's from the shadows. I mean that. No coming home to a peaceful family life."

Arianna snorted. "Sure, because my life has been so peaceful." She muttered, before giving the two men a long, contemplative look. She glanced again at her would-be killer. She thought about the good she could do. Finally, she thought about her sickly parents, and the silent house she often came home to. She took a deep breath.

"I'm in."

* * *

><p>They weren't kidding when they said training would be tough. In her first six months at SHIELD, Arianna was almost certain she'd die before she even went out into the field. She was trained for five hours in the morning with the regular recruits, was given an hour for lunch break, and then six hours of training in the afternoon with Clint Barton and Natasha Romanoff in various forms of defense and martial arts.<p>

It was highly unusual for the two arguably best agents at SHIELD to personally train a new recruit. But Clint, and Strike Team Delta's handler Phil Coulson, had been adamant and SHIELD's director, Nick Fury, had caved and given the green light. Barton and Coulson were confident that Arianna had what it took, and Barton particularly was anxious that she get the best training she could, knowing what it was like out in the field.

Arianna's day would always end in study. For three months, she studied arms, weaponry, strategies- anything useful for a fighter's survival. For the three months after, she studied concealment, psychology, sociology- anything useful for a spy's survival. She was also expected to hone in on her intellectual skills, and so would spend the early hours of the day in either the tech rooms or the labs.

She was eating, breathing, sleeping, and working at SHIELD at all hours of the day. At the beginning, she thought she would die right there. Although her muscles were in good condition and she was used to running on low levels of sleep, she was nowhere near prepared for the program SHIELD put her through. Every part of her body ached and it became normal to be sporting bruises all over her body.

But three months in, her body became used to the abuse and her improvement skyrocketed. She flew through everything SHIELD was throwing at her, and in her fourth month she managed to pin Clint down. Arianna would never forget the proud look that flashed in his eyes- before he flipped her onto her back again.

By month six, she'd managed to pin Natasha down. She had been terrified of the woman's reaction, but the experience only drew the two closer. Arianna had the feeling that by proving her worth, she'd been accepted as a teammate by the aloof Russian assassin. It was around that time that she also discovered a talent with knives, Clint joking that he should've guessed since her specialty in gymnastics had been the batons.

A few days later, in May 2008, Arianna was accepted into MIT. Natasha raised her brows, impressed, while Clint had just laughed jubilantly and bought her flowers to celebrate… after kicking her ass in the boxing ring first. Coulson had also congratulated her, sending her a box of chocolates and lilies- her favorite flowers.

By the next month, she'd reached clearance level 5 and had dropped out of regular training, spending all her time working with Strike Team Delta, or in the labs, or studying her college courses. It was also the first time she went out into the field. She was accompanied by Clint on her first mission, and she sailed through it smoothly, although she did blow up an entire factory.

Clint had just shaken his head, laughing at her back when she'd had to sheepishly explain the situation to Fury, who'd raised his eyebrow while Coulson stood behind him looking very amused. It would be the beginning of a steady track record of successful missions for the brunette as the months flew by and she showed only improvement.

Before she knew it, Arianna had been with SHIELD for a year. Her one year mark at SHIELD was also quite possibly the worst anniversary she could have asked for. Strike Team Delta had been sent on a mission to Budapest. Those few days were quite possibly the worst in Arianna's life. Between Clint getting captured, Natasha freaking out, and Arianna getting shot in the stomach, it was a miracle they made it out at all. Arianna had never seen the redheaded Russian so frazzled until Budapest.

The three agents, upon completing their missions and managing to become exiled from the city after blowing a hole in a treasured monument, had sworn to each other to keep what had happened there a secret. One good thing did come out of the whole mess. Natasha and Arianna had seen eye-to-eye after Clint's capture, and it was then that the two became firm friends. Clint had beamed when Arianna had opened her eyes after surgery and he'd found the two speaking on a first-name basis.

18 months in, Arianna was promoted to level 6 clearance. She would never forget Coulson's proud look as he handed her the promotion, nor the way Clint and Natasha's eyes had lit up when they heard the news. It was perhaps the fasted promotion in SHIELD history, although Coulson never confirmed it for her. He simply, indulgently, informed her that she was possibly the youngest level 6 in SHIELD history at age nineteen.

She was finally sent out on her first solo mission, and it went without too many hiccups… although she burnt down a building in her escape. She'd winced as Fury had looked at her disbelievingly while Clint howled with laughter. Coulson had sighed, and asked her why she always left some form of destruction behind on any of her 'first experiences'.

A month before her 20th birthday, her mother passed away. It almost broke Arianna's heart, but Clint, Nat, and Phil were there to support her through the ordeal and in truth, it was somewhat relieving to see her mother finally at peace after struggling for so long. Phil sat her down seriously to discuss her future, but she chose to stay at SHIELD and with STRIKE team DELTA, having found the family she had never known.

About six months after her 20th birthday, Arianna broke. She'd been in Russia on a recon mission that had gone horribly wrong when Arianna's SHIELD partner had turned on them. Natasha had been furious and frantic, but could do nothing for fear of the Red Room finding her. Arianna was gone for four days before SHIELD managed to send in a rescue squad. When Clint had stepped into her cell, his heart had almost stopped. The girl's brown hair was matted with blood, her body bruised and bleeding as deep jagged cuts lined her. She'd been hanging from her arms limply, unconscious, her hands cuffed to the walls.

But the physical torture had been nothing compared to the mental torture she had to endure. Horrific images scarred her mind from the many drugs the Russian organization had injected her with, and Clint spent many sleepless nights waiting for Arianna to wake up from the drugs, screaming as nightmares danced through her mind. Natasha had left on a mission the day after Arianna's return, unable to stay and watch. She'd gone straight back to find the bastards, and returned three weeks later with her goals accomplished.

Natasha had entered Arianna's ward to find a thin and weak girl with hollowed eyes grinning weakly at her. She'd pursed her lips, before moving next to the girl. Looking carefully into her eyes, she saw the terrors still there, deep inside, and with a low sigh, the Black Widow had gently pulled the girl into a hug. Arianna had hesitated, biting her lip before bursting into tears. Natasha glanced across the room at Clint, but Hawkeye stood with his jaw set and his eyes tight.

The two stayed to watch over the girl protectively, and after three months of intense training and psychological help, Arianna was back to her cheery self. But the shadow was now there, and all of them knew without anyone speaking, that it would always be there to haunt the girl. Her eyes, which still often sparkled with mirth, were now darker and she drew a cold wall around her to those outside her circle, now cautious to trust. It was never spoken of, but Clint and Natasha saw the death of a child's soul in the hardened hazel eyes.

Once Arianna was deemed recovered, she and Natasha were moved to California after an alert was raised on Tony Stark. Arianna was hired first as an intern in the lower levels of Stark's company; her mission was to dig around and find what was wrong with the man whose self-destructive tendencies were beginning to affect SHIELD.

Natasha was hired three days later, under the alias Natalie Rushman and was ordered to work her way up Stark's company to keep watch on the man. She eventually managed to become the personal secretary for Stark's girlfriend, Pepper Potts, and made contact with Tony Stark when he signed the CEO position over Miss Potts

Natasha revealed herself to Stark about a week later when Director Fury demanded to meet the man himself. It was deemed more important to keep Arianna under wraps while Stark's nerves were still on edge, as SHIELD did not think he would react very well to the offer of help from their agents. When the incident with Stark's failing Arc reactor and the Hammer Industries threat blew up, Arianna was also pulled out to help Natasha and Stark. Strangely enough, she and Stark bonded over the incident; maybe because she had been the one to save him when she'd found him dying in his Malibu mansion.

Although Stark consequently ordered SHIELD and Natasha out of his company, he privately asked Arianna to stay in contact. Tony had been impressed with her technical talents and her pursuit of a Computer Science degree at MIT, his own alma mater, and her light-hearted humor and calm temperament were a good contrast to his sarcastic and reckless nature. He claimed he wanted to stay friends because he was intrigued with her hacking skills, but Arianna recognized the lonely soul in the genius and good-naturedly agreed to stay friends with the man. They maintained contact throughout the year, Stark often aiding her in her degree when her work piled between various missions in between.

The day after the Stark incident, Arianna was called in the middle of the night to join Clint in New Mexico where she was a witness to the strangest event ever. She had been keeping an eye on a man called Thor who had been after an immovable hammer that SHIELD had been monitoring after it crashed on Earth. Her mission ended that day in watching Thor almost being killed, before regaining his Norse God powers and his hammer. She reported back to base after Thor disappeared into the sky, ready to end his battles back on his home planet, Asgard.

Two days after that, Arianna sat watching the news as the Hulk was unleased into the world. She watched the recap, and the twenty year old had simply shaken her head sadly at the consequences of an experiment gone horribly wrong. She'd read several of Dr. Banner's papers, and she couldn't help but feel sorry for the poor man who would now have to live the rest of his life carrying the burden of his mistake.

A few weeks later, and two days before her 21st birthday, Arianna stood before Coulson once more as she was promoted to level 7. Clint and Natasha were present for the promotion, and while all three of them congratulated her, they couldn't help but feel a small loss as they each examined the pretty but darker young woman standing before them. She had seen their looks, and just smiled at them, causing Clint and Natasha's lips to tug into small answering smiles while Coulson cheerfully announced he would be treating them to dinner.

Almost a year later, in early May 2011, Arianna graduated from MIT. Tony flew in, causing an uproar as everyone wanted to get to meet their famous alum. Clint and Arianna all slapped their hands over their faces when Iron Man arrived at the graduation ceremony- the last thing Arianna needed as a spy was attention, but it seemed Tony Stark could not live without it. Thankfully, though, when he saw Arianna's less than impressed face, Tony got the message and left with a cheery goodbye.

He apologized later when he came over in a much quieter manner to the celebration dinner Coulson had organized. She'd just laughed at him, before thanking him for coming anyway- his appearance had taken away the attention from her at the fact that she had managed to graduate in three years, despite continual absences. The evening ended in laughter as they all saw Tony's horrified face at the fact that he'd missed Arianna's 21st last year. The smile slid off Arianna's face however, when Tony declared he needed to make it up and spent the rest of the night chasing the brunette girl in an attempt to get her to drink twenty-one shots.


	2. The Beginning

*A/N Story contains mild swearing but only as far as was included in the original movie script.

_May 16, 2011._

Arianna Hart was currently doing some computer work for SHIELD. After another successful mission in Italy, the agent was taking a break and doing SHIELD a favor by working in the offices for once. It had become a sort of pattern- each member of Strike Team Delta had their own way of winding down after a grilling mission. If there wasn't an emergency, Clint took a break and disappeared off the grid, Natasha (although she rarely took breaks) would just train and do things like yoga, and Arianna worked at headquarters.

It had been a few days, and Arianna headed into the office room she shared with the other Strike Team Delta members, expecting another dull day of hacking into systems to check their security and spending most of her time chatting with Stark about the energy designs for part of his new Tower. So she was surprised when around 1pm, a message had beeped on her computer from Coulson: 'Captain found inside Valkyrie. Assistance requested.'

Arianna stared at the message for a moment longer, before she switched off her computer, leapt out of her seat and was out the door, stopping only to lock it firmly behind her. She ran all the way to Director Fury's office, arriving out of breath and wide-eyed. Fury raised an eyebrow at her but Coulson smiled when he saw her at the door.

"You called?" She said eagerly, and he laughed. Arianna had come to see Coulson as the father figure she was missing in her life, and so it was only natural that Coulson's obsession for Captain America was at least partially passed down to her. While she wasn't in love with the man as Coulson arguably was, she respected the war hero and treated the man's memory with admiration.

"Agent Hart," Dicrector Fury began, "you are here because Agent Coulson has specifically asked you to be here. We found the Valkyrie crash in the Arctic, and the good Captain frozen inside." "He's alive?" Arianna asked with no little surprise.

Fury nodded. "He was held preserved in a frozen state, and we have begun the extraction process to get him home." Arianna nodded as Fury continued: "Coulson's been placed in charge of the operation, and is heading out with the plane that will bring Captain Rogers back to New York. He's asked for you to be his second."

Arianna's eyes widened. "Second in command." She said, looking at Coulson blankly. The two men laughed at the girl's poorly hidden surprise. "Yes, we thought it should be alright. You've proven your worth despite age, and you have enough experience under your belt." Fury said with a hint of amusement.

Arianna nodded, smoothing out her expression for them, and the men grinned at her now-professional stance. Despite the fact that Arianna was now a deadly assassin and spy, to both men she would always still be, to a certain extent, the pure girl that Coulson had brought in, whose heart at the very least could never be corrupted.

"When do we leave, sir?" Arianna asked, and Fury answered: "An hour, so pack your bags quickly." Arianna's eyebrow shot up and she glanced at Coulson in disbelief, but turned back to Fury. "Yes, sir." She said, and Fury grinned at her. "Off you go, Arianna." He smirked and she nodded.

Coulson followed her out, and Arianna glanced at him. "Really? An hour? You don't hold back when it's your idol at stake." She teased and Coulson laughed. "It's because we need to get him to a medical facility immediately. After all, he has been frozen for seventy years." He said, trying to keep a straight face.

Arianna laughed at him, and he caved as well, their laughter echoing down the halls as she hurried to her office. Coulson left her to arrange the warm clothes for them, so she simply packed up some knives and a gun with extra cartridges, just in case. She grabbed the always-ready overnight bag each of the team kept in the office for emergencies on her way out, carefully locking the door behind her.

She wandered off towards the roof, heading for the quinjet that would take them to the good captain. The jet itself was a flurry of activity as the crew made it ready for the trip, but Arianna leaned against the jet as she waited impatiently for Coulson to appear.

He laughed as he came up, carrying a large file, seeing her tapping her foot restlessly as she leaned against the jet. "You're late." She complained and he shook his head in amusement. "No, you're early." He teased her, before he gestured for her to join him as he boarded.

"Sometimes, you can be just as childish as Clint." Arianna teased and Coulson laughed. He pointed out with a smile: "Says the real child!" Arianna wrinkled her nose and said, in a prim little girl's voice: "I'll have you know, I'm almost 22." She held up two fingers, like a child would do.

Coulson laughed and Arianna also cracked, joining his laughter as the pair settled into their seats. The jet took off minutes later and Arianna sat back, using the hours they had to read the files Coulson had brought on the Captain one more time. She lingered on the report on his last moment before his crash, and then looking over the quick report that had been sent earlier that day from the recon team that had found the Valkyrie.

Arianna's brow furrowed and her lips pursed just slightly. Coulson, who'd been watching her, nodded and said: "He's had it rough." Arianna lifted her eyes and stared at Coulson. His eyes softened to see the sympathy in her eyes as the young woman murmured: "Rough doesn't even cover it. And I don't even want to think what it will be like for him when he wakes up and finds the world moved on without him."

Coulson nodded, but the pilot called: "Landing in thirty minutes, sir." "Good man." Coulson replied and Arianna's face slid into a professional mask as she stood up, heading over to read the readings on the jet's charts. "It'll be cold out there." She commented, glancing at Coulson.

The man nodded again as he replied lightly: "So wrap up. Don't want to catch a cold." He grinned and she smiled, although their faces became grim as the jet got closer to the crash-site. Arianna peered out the windshield as they approached, and even from afar she could see the partially uncovered black wing of the jumbo jet sticking out of the snow.

It was silent as their jet landed, and the pair shared looks of mixed anticipation and urgency as the jet door opened. The blast of cold air hit Arianna with a sharp smack, but she ignored it as she trudged out, following Coulson to the Valkyrie. The doors slid open for them as they approached, and the pair quickly walked inside.

Arianna shook the snow and ice off her head as the doors slid shut behind them. She turned to find it was Agent Wade waiting for them by the door controls and she sent a nod in greeting. Wade returned the nod as he said: "Sir, we've got him in the cockpit; we didn't have the equipment to defrost him but we've been monitoring him, as you ordered."

Coulson nodded and said firmly: "Good work, agent. We've brought a medical team, ready to receive as soon as we can move him." Ward nodded as he replied: "We can move him now- I had my team move him onto a stretcher when we first heard you would be coming."

"Alright, then. Let's get moving." Coulson ordered and Ward began to talk into his com as he led the way towards the cockpit. Arianna looked around the massive plane with interest, noting the several Hydra symbols painted along the way. As Ward stepped into the cockpit, Arianna stopped, staying by the door to observe.

The room was a flurry of activity with several agents standing beside monitors and screens to check the Captain kept stable; others had clearly been working on dismantling the jet's control system and looking for Hydra information. At the moment, however, they were all moving around the stretcher in the center of the room, getting ready to move the Captain.

She watched as the team finished preparations, attaching monitors to the stretcher to maintain constant supervision on the man's vitals. "Lock and load. Let's move out." Coulson ordered, and the team began to push the stretcher out of the jet. Arianna went ahead, ordering for a cover to be brought. She stopped by the jet doors, ready to open them.

As the team arrived, an agent appeared with the cover she'd requested, and Arianna tossed it to Ward. "Cover him." She ordered and Ward understood, quickly covering the man's exposed upper body. Arianna looked over at Coulson who gave her the thumbs up. She nodded and opened the door as the other agents pulled their coats closer, tightening it against the cold.

As soon as the doors opened, the team moved the Captain out into the freezing arctic air and Arianna called into her com: "Open the quinjet!" The doors slid open and the team moved the Captain inside where the medical team received him and began to work over him immediately.

Arianna headed back to the quinjet as the other agents returned to the Valkyrie to finish their own jobs. She nodded at Ward as she passed him and he nodded back, neither willing to pause even to speak in the freezing air. As soon as Arianna was back on board, Coulson ordered the doors shut and they took off.

Arianna took a careful step inside while Coulson stayed by the door to watch the medical team as they worked on the Captain, checking his vitals and beginning to defrost him. She leaned to the side, careful to stay out of the way, but close enough that she could get a clearer view of the man frozen in ice.

She could barely make him out through the thick ice covering his body, but the ice was thinner at the top, on his upper body. She examined the blond hair and the man's strong features. From what she could make out, the reports hadn't been lying when they said he was handsome- his features could've put a Greek god to shame (although perhaps not a Norse god).

But what drew her was the man's classic hairstyle, swept carefully to the side. It spoke of another era, an era that was now long past. "He's going to be in for a shock when he wakes up." Arianna murmured as she stepped back, placing herself beside Phil once more.

The man nodded, knowing what it was the woman had been looking at. "At least he'll find we won the war in the end." Phil replied lightly, and Arianna just nodded absently as she pointed out softly: "But he won't be able to make up what was lost."

Phil paused at that, but he didn't make any response. The rest of the flight back was spent in silence, and the two parted with brief nods once they landed back in New York, their jobs complete.

It was now up to the medical team to ensure the Captain's safe recovery, so Arianna left for her apartment, never dreaming that their next encounter would mark the biggest turning point in her life.

* * *

><p><em>April 29, 2012<em>

"Shoot me now." Arianna muttered as she walked down the hall, and Clint chuckled. "Unfortunately, I'd probably end up shooting myself first." He teased and she laughed, although it ended in an impatient sigh. The pair had been on this security detail for what felt, to both of them, like forever.

In reality, it had only been a few months since they'd started this stint in New Mexico, but both were equally tired of the job. Neither cared much for protection work, and watching over a cube was probably the last thing either of them had ever expected to be doing for the better part of half a year.

The only thing that stopped either of them from cutting each other's throats in mutual agreement to escape this torture was Phil. He was the one leading the mission, and truth be told if he wasn't neither of them would still be here. Well, Clint wouldn't; Arianna didn't have as much flexibility.

As one of the few agents also gifted in the sciences, Arianna had been specifically called in to both help with the research on the Tesseract, and the security work in keeping the cube's identity and position a secret. While she would admit that researching the cube was fascinating, the hours she put in on security work almost didn't make it worth it to study the mysterious cube.

Arianna sighed as they entered the warehouse and she spotted Dr. Selvig and his team as they examined the Tesseract readings. She and Clint drifted wordlessly, their faces becoming blank as they slipped into their security roles.

Clint moved towards higher ground and settling in by the railings near the ventilation pipes, about a hundred feet off the ground. Arianna did the exact opposite as she moved closer to the cube, although she too maintained some distance from all the activity as she settled into a spot on the railings right above the scientists heads.

It was their natural instincts: 'Hawkeye' saw better from afar where he built what people often joked of was his nest, while 'Aria' removed herself and worked alone, keeping close enough to be able to react quickly but away from the general crowd.

Usually, when Nat joined them, she was more of the hands-on type. It completed the trio, and was probably one of the reasons STRIKE team DELTA were considered one of the most lethal teams in SHIELD. It was more than the fact that each member was the best combat agent in their field; they moved as one seamless unit, not one flaw in their system.

The day passes as slowly as any other and Arianna almost cried for joy when it was time for her break. She grinned as Clint sent her a grimace, before both agents' faces slid back into impassive indifference as Arianna headed to the cafeteria and Clint returned his attention to the cube. Arianna hummed a little as she headed off for food and rest, looking forward to the next two hours where she could have some peace and quiet.

Unfortunately, life had other plans. Her dinner was interrupted as the alarm went off and the announcement rang over the entire compound: "All personnel proceed to your designated vehicles. This is not a drill. Repeat…"

Arianna groaned internally but quickly jumped up, heading back towards the warehouse quickly. As agents began to spill out, hurrying to move into evacuation, Arianna slipped back inside. "Dr. Selvig." She greeted as she walked up and he glanced at her, nodding.

"What seems to be the problem, sir?" She asked and he explained: "Spontaneous advancement. The Tesseract won't shut down, so Agent Coulson's ordered an evac just in case." Arianna nodded, agreeing with the decision although it was grim. The evac would take at least an hour and if Selvig couldn't control the Tesseract's movements, the whole thing could blow up in their faces.

She glanced up at Clint, exchanging glances, before she turned to help the other scientists proceed with the evac. Clint had the situation under what control they could, and since she was technically on break her duty was to escort the staff out safely.

So, for the next half-hour Arianna moved quickly to have the staff cleared out of the warehouse and into their designated emergency vehicles. By that point, only Dr. Selvig and two other agents were left, but they couldn't move until the Director arrived and checked the situation himself. Arianna returned to her guard duty, her first priority now completed, and had been there for maybe five minutes when Director Fury called over the comms: "Hart."

"Director." She answered immediately, and he ordered curtly: "I want you down in the basement garage and helping Hill. She's moving out some highly sensitive equipment and I want someone else there overseeing the detail." "Yes, sir." Arianna replied firmly and he cut the connection.

She glanced up at Clint again, signaling her movement. He nodded once to show he'd seen, and Arianna slipped back out of the warehouse. She weaved her way past the few people still left in the facility, making their way hurriedly out, heading down to the garage.

She spotted Hill immediately as the woman stood overseeing some agents as they moved carts full of crates. Hill spotted the younger agent, too and nodded in brief greeting. "Hart." She said with just the slightest warmth in her tone. Arianna nodded back as she replied just as curtly: "Hill."

Arianna stopped beside the older woman, watching carefully for signs of tampering as the crates were brought out of the storage warehouse and loaded into the vans. Her brows furrowed just the tiniest bit. She hadn't known about anything being kept down there that was important enough that Maria herself had to oversee its removal. Arianna said conversationally: "Is the Director with the cube?"

"Yes, he is." Maria replied lightly, and Arianna nodded at the crates. "I assume I'm not supposed to know what's in those." She commented, teasing, and Maria answered with just the smallest bit of amusement in her voice: "No, you're not."

Lily's lip tugged into a small smile, but it dropped immediately as the building shook above their heads. She glanced up concernedly, but continued to watch the movements in the garage while Maria stared at the ceiling apprehensively.

"He'll be fine." Arianna said emotionlessly and Maria turned back to the activity below as she said indifferently: "I know he will." Arianna suppressed a chuckle. She wasn't sure she'd ever really get used to having to pretend to not care or worry about their fellow comrades. It was fine between teams but it would be unwise to show any emotion when around others, such as the agents working below them right now.

_That's the problem with an organization of spies._ Arianna thought wryly as she kept a watchful eye on the crates as they were handled. _You never really know who you can trust._ She was broken from her thoughts as she heard footsteps from behind them. She glanced back and hid her surprise as Clint walked out carrying a briefcase.

He was followed by Dr. Selvig, Agent Smith- the head of security- and a strange man. Maria also watched in confusion as Clint pointed to the waiting emergency vans and said shortly: "Need these vehicles." He handed the case to Dr. Selvig as the older man climbed into the van and the stranger climbed into the back of once of the trucks.

"Who's that?" Maria asked puzzled as she stared at the man, which made Arianna's brow furrow in confusion. If Maria didn't know who that was… "He didn't tell me." Clint replied flatly as he walked around the car towards the driver's side. That made Arianna's brows furrow- he didn't sound like himself at all.

She stayed, watching them while Maria, although still suspicious, turned away. Suddenly, her walkie-talkie beeped and a crackly voice called: "Hill! Do you copy?" Arianna tensed as Maria gripped her comm, and Fury called warningly: "Barton is…"

Arianna jumped forward as Maria ducked when Clint swiftly turned and fired his gun at them. Arianna rolled at him, kicking his legs as Maria rolled for cover, but Clint simply leapt back. Arianna ducked quickly behind a pillar, pulling her own gun out as Clint fired at her.

She fired two shots as she ducked for cover, and heard Agent Smith cry out as he was hit. But there was no cry from Clint, and she heard him clamber into the car. She quickly ran out as the car sped away, jumping onto a motorcycle as Maria opened fire on the escaping vehicle.

Fury called to both Maria and Arianna sharply: "He's got the Tesseract! Track it down!" Arianna took off on the bike while Maria ran for another van. Arianna sped after the escaping car as it swerved around the other evacuating agents' cars.

Luckily, or rather not, the other agents caught on to the fact that something was wrong and began to open fire on Clint's car. The stranger in the back of the van shot something from a staff at one of the cars firing at him, causing it to swerve before it tipped, crashing in front of the other cars and blocking part of the tunnel.

Arianna swiftly drove her bike through the gaps, gaining on the car as she pulled out her gun and began to fire at the car. She hit the side and rear-view mirrors with her accurate shots, but as SHIELD vans, the wheels weren't easy to shoot out. She tried firing four consecutive shots at one of the back wheels, but the stranger seemed to know what she was trying to do and somehow blocked the shots with his strange staff.

_The Tesseract._ Arianna realized. _That person came through from it, meaning he's not of this world._ She grit her teeth as she tried gaining on the car, but as she did, Clint swerved and she was forced to pull back a little before the car rammed into her. Suddenly another jeep sped past and Arianna spotted Maria as she pulled the handbrake, forcing the jeep to turn in a tight circle so that she rammed against Clint's car from the front.

She fired directly at Clint as he fired back and Arianna pointed her gun form behind, aiming steadily. She fired, hitting Clint's hand and he was forced to drop the gun and retracted his wounded hand. Her moment's triumph was broken as he retaliated by speeding the car and ramming Maria into the side of the tunnel.

Arianna sped past as Maria quickly regained control, coming up behind the younger girl, who continued to fire at the car. The stranger threw an energy blast at her from his staff, but she was quick in dodging it, despite the small space. Unfortunately, she knew they had another problem- the self-destruct mechanism. It would blow up the facility and drop the ceiling on them if they didn't hurry.

Of course, as soon as she thought that, the place exploded. Arianna was forced to sheath her gun as she sped up, knowing that on her bike if she was caught in the debris she would stand no chance at survival. Maria was behind her as the ceiling began to cave behind them. She didn't dare glance behind her but her heart clenched as she heard the distinct sound of screeching tires, indicating that Maria was caught.

Luckily, the debris stopped at that moment too, so hopefully the older agent was alive. Arianna didn't spare more than that thought as she sped after Clint, pulling out her gun again as she fired. The stranger threw more energy blasts at her, but she was able to dodge them with her bike. And then from above, Fury's helicopter appeared, chasing down the car from the air.

It blocked the road, and Arianna saw Clint swerve sharply, moving to the dirt to get around the helicopter. Fury opened the side door and began to fire at the car from the front as Arianna kept up fire from the back. The stranger threw another blast at her, and this time she didn't avoid it in time. Arianna jumped from the bike, tumbling over the ground as the blast hit the bike and it exploded.

The stranger then threw an energy blast at the helicopter, hitting it directly in the side. Arianna ducked quickly as the whirring blades almost took her head off as it came crashing down, and then glanced up to see Fury land heavily on the ground a few feet away. He fired after the retreating car in frustration, but it was too far now, and he gave up pretty quickly as Arianna staggered up to him.

He glanced back at the younger agent as his walkie-talkie crackled and Phil's voice came over urgently: "Director? Director Fury, do you copy?" He answered swiftly: "The Tesseract is with the hostile force. I have men down, but Aria's here safe with me. Hill?"

He checked and Arianna breathed in relief as Maria replied: "A lot of men still under, don't know how many survivors." The Director glanced at Arianna before he ordered grimly: "Sound the general call. I want every living soul not working rescue looking for that brief case."

He kept his eye leveled on Arianna, indicating she was included in that order, and she nodded once in understanding as Maria replied: "Roger that." Fury then ordered: "Coulson, come pick up Aria and get back to base. This is a level seven. As of right now, we are at war."

Arianna's fists curled and she bowed her head, and there was a beat before Phil replied firmly: "What do we do?"


	3. Meet Captain Rogers

_April 30, 2012_

Arianna P.O.V.

Arianna stood on the steps at the SHIELD base, holding her phone impatiently as it rang. Finally, someone answered and a male voice asked: "Ya?" "Luchkov." Arianna said shortly, and the man paused in confusion.

She heard some whispers and then the phone was passed over and Luchkov demanded furiously in Russion: "Who the hell is..." Arianna didn't even wait for him to finish as she said flatly: "You're at 114 Solenski Plaza, 3rd floor. We have an F22 exactly 8 miles out. Put the woman on the phone or I will blow up the block before you can make the lobby."

There was another pause, and then the breathing pattern on the phone changed, indicating the phone had changed owner. "We need you to come in." Arianna ordered firmly, and Nat snapped, annoyed: "Are you kidding? I'm working!"

"This takes precedence." Arianna insisted, and Nat argued: "I'm in the middle of an interrogation, this moron is giving me everything." Arianna rolled her eyes despite the gravity of the situation- she could just imagine Luchkov's expression at that. Nat continued flatly: "Look, you can't pull me out of this right now."

"Nat." Arianna said quietly, taking a deep breath before she said the words she had never ever wanted to say: "Barton's been compromised." There was a moment's silence and then Nat said coldly: "Let me put you on hold."

Arianna waited patiently, listening as the phone was dropped. It was followed by the shouts of men grunting in pain as the Black Widow took care of them, and Arianna sighed. _There couldn't be a better hold tune._ She thought dryly.

Finally after one last cry from Luchkov, Arianna heard the phone being picked up again, and Nat asked quickly: "Where's Barton now?" "We don't know." Arianna admitted, but Nat caught the double message and she checked: "But he's alive." "We think so." Arianna confirmed.

She added, with a wry smile: "Coulson'll brief you on everything when you get back. But first, we need you to talk to the big guy." Nat snorted as she replied: "Ria, you know that Stark trusts me about as far as he can throw me."

Arianna wrinkled her nose as she said apologetically: "Sorry, Nat. Phil's got Stark. You get the _big_ guy." She emphasized. There was a moment's pause, during which Arianna winced sympathetically, before Nat muttered: "Bozhe moi."

* * *

><p>Steve P.O.V.<p>

Steve stood in the gym as he usually did, punching the heaviest punching bag in the place. It was a small, old place he'd discovered in Brooklyn that was dedicated to WWII veterans. The place was designed to look like a gym from the 1940s, and it helped Steve to feel a little closer to home than he had been for the past year.

SHIELD had found him an apartment back near his old home, and they'd kept their distance ever since besides offering him help in easing back into modern society. He'd refused most of it, besides the necessary financing, which he'd only accepted after Director Fury explained it was originally Steve's anyway.

SHIELD had carefully managed the money Steve originally had, and between his earnings from the war- which Howard Stark and Peggy Carter had carefully managed for him before SHIELD- and the money left to him in Howard's will, he had quite a healthy account to come back to. But all it did was make him remember the late friend, whose life he'd missed out on.

Just one more to add to the ever-growing pile. Steve had so far avoided finding out what had happened to all of his friends from the 40s, too afraid of what he might find. And when it really came down to it, it didn't matter did it? He'd missed their whole lives, their marriages, their happy times, their tough times… he'd missed it all. So what did it matter? Or, that's what he told himself.

Unfortunately, while he could shut down his mind, he couldn't shut down his body. And so, every night he came down to this small gym and channeled all his emotions into the punching bags as he tried to work through the stress and frustration of having woken up in the 21st century. Let's just say it had been a long year.

But the longer he punched, the more it came back to him and the more it hurt. Even tonight, as he punched the heavy bag, he was haunted by the memories. Every resounding hit as his fist hit the bag reminded him of the explosions, the gunshots. Steve closed his eyes as he fought back the pain, but the memories still flooded through his mind.

He remembered raiding the Hydra base, the various battles, and then that final battle. His decision, Red Skull picking up the Tesseract, Peggy's last words, waking up again to find it was all in the distant past. His eyes snapped open and his fist snapped out, sending the punching bag flying across the room, the chain broken.

It burst as it hit the opposite wall, the sand spilling out onto the ground as Steve panted, though whether from exertion or his memories he couldn't be quite sure. He figured it was probably both. With a sigh, he walked back to grab another bag form the pile he had lined up.

He hung it up and took a deep breath before getting into the beginning stance punching at the bag again, slowly building up a rhythm once more, when he was interrupted as a familiar voice called: "Trouble sleeping?"

Steve stopped and looked over towards the entrance to see Nick Fury standing there, watching him casually. Steve turned back to the punching bag as he pointed out: "I slept for seventy years, sir. I think I've had my fill." He slammed his fist into the bag.

Fury walked in slowly as he said casually: "Then you should be out, celebrating, seeing the world." Steve paused, looking back up at the other man. He turned away again, heading to a bench. He began unwrapping his hands as he commented: "I went under, the world was at war, I wake up, they say we won. They didn't say what we lost."

He threw the tape into his duffel bag as Fury followed him and replied: "We've made some mistakes along the way. Some very recently." Steve glanced at him, and then back to the doorway as he heard a sound to see a young woman walking in, her face set into an expressionless mask.

She was very beautiful with dark brown hair, currently hanging in loose curls around her face, and sharp hazel eyes. She was dressed casually in a simple shirt and jeans, holding a file in her hands, but Steve could immediately from her stance that she was no PA. She was a fighter, and he'd wager she was a good one.

She walked to stand beside Fury and Steve caught the faintest smell of flowers- lilies if he had to guess. He realized it must be from the woman's perfume and he glanced at the pair curiously, while Fury nodded at the woman as he introduced: "Captain, meet agent Arianna Hart. Hart, you know who this is."

"Pleasure to meet you, Captain." Arianna said firmly as she held out a hand. Steve shook it, somehow unsurprised by the woman's firm handshake, he replied politely: "The pleasure's all mine, ma'am."

She grinned at that, and he blinked a little startled. She looked much younger and more mischievous with a smile. He examined her more closely and as her eyes bore into his, Steve realized that although her expression was cold, her eyes were much warmer.

He wouldn't exactly say it was kind- she was too used to fighting for that. It was more like a fire that was currently burning low but could blaze up in a moment. He'd seen similar eyes in his comrades, and Steve recognized the eyes of someone with spirit tempered by a good heart.

He saw Fury raise a brow, probably noticing his intense scrutiny, and the young woman seemed amused as well. Steve looked away quickly, and he asked as he nodded at the file: "You here with a mission, sir, ma'am?"

Arianna's lips twitched, but Fury's face remained impassive as he replied: "I am." "Trying to get me back in the world?" Steve asked pointedly, and he was surprised- although he really shouldn't have been- when Fury replied shortly: "Trying to save it."

Steve looked up as Arianna opened the file and handed it to him. He took it with a nod of thanks to her, and she just shrugged in response. Steve glanced down to see it was a file on the Tesseract, a picture of the all-too familiar blue cube on the front page.

"Hydra's secret weapon." He murmured. He sat down slowly as he flipped through the papers, and Fury explained: "Howard Stark fished that out of the ocean when he was looking for you." Steve glanced up at Fury at that. "He thought what we think, the Tesseract could be the key to unlimited sustainable energy. That's something the world sorely needs."

Steve closed the file, and asked as he handed it back to Fury: "Who took it from you?" Fury took it back without comment although Arianna raised a brow and she seemed like she was suppressing a smile, although it dropped as Fury replied: "He's called Loki. He's… not from around here."

Steve raised a brow at that, and Fury explained: There's a lot we'll have to bring you up to speed on if you're in. The world has gotten even stranger than you already know." Steve scoffed as he stood up again: "At this point, I doubt anything would surprise me."

He started to gather his things, and Fury replied flatly: "Ten bucks says you're wrong." "You might want to rethink that bet, Captain." Arianna chimed in, but Steve shrugged. "I really don't think there's anything more that can surprise me now, ma'am."

Her lips twitched again, but Steve didn't notice as he picked up a punching bag. He threw it over his shoulder while he carried his duffel in his other hand, and Fury called after him: "There's a debriefing package waiting for you back at your apartment."

As the two agents watched the Captain leave, Fury asked: "Is there anything you can tell us about the Tesseract that we ought to know now?" "You should have left it in the ocean." Steve muttered back, not looking back as he left without another word.

* * *

><p>Arianna P.O.V.<p>

As she and Fury watched the Captain leave, Arianna commented: "He's a lot moodier than the reports say he is. But I guess, given his circumstances, that's to be expected." Fury suppressed a grin as he looked over at the younger agent.

"Is that you, or your 'father' talking?" He asked casually as they walked out together, and Arianna grinned. "I'm not fan-girling all over him am I? Or I suppose once Phil gets to him, it'll be fan-boying." Arianna laughed, and Fury chuckled.

"You know, I'm pretty sure Phil's dying a little inside right now because he has to go see Tony while we get to talk with the Captain." Arianna mused, and Fury snorted. "That's why I didn't tell him you were coming with me- I don't want to listen to him complain about how unfair it is."

"I think he wouldn't dare once Nat gets back- she wasn't very happy with her candidate." Arianna pointed out and Fury shrugged. Arianna paused and added curiously: "Why did you choose me to come with you? You could easily have come on your own." She pointed out.

He glanced at her as he replied briskly: "Because I thought you could use something to cheer you up after Barton." Arianna looked at him in surprise and she smiled at him in thanks. Fury added gruffly: "And as for choosing you over Coulson, well, let's just say I didn't want to scare the Cap."

Arianna laughed at that, and then she became thoughtful. "I don't think he wants to be treated specially. Everything I've seen and heard seems to indicate that he'd rather just be doing the right thing than being praised for it." Arianna commented, and Fury replied shortly: "Well, let's hope he'll do the right thing in helping us."

As they climbed into their car, Fury said to Arianna, back to being the SHIELD Director: "Hart, I want you to escort the Captain tomorrow when he arrives at the base. Try to help him feel more at home, and assist him where need be."

"Yes, sir." Arianna replied, but her eyes twinkled and Fury leveled a look at her. "I thought you weren't going to fan-girl?" He questioned and Arianna shrugged. "Too much influence from Phil- don't worry, though, Director, it'll never be as bad as Phil."

"I don't think anyone can be worse than Coulson." Fury pointed out and Arianna laughed as she replied in agreement: "Touché!"

* * *

><p><em>May 1, 2012<em>

Steve P.O.V.

Early the next morning, Steve found himself flying in a quinjet, and he had to admit he was impressed with the sleek design. He'd been met outside his apartment earlier that day by a man called Agent Coulson, who'd escorted him to the jet, before they took off. Steve wasn't sure why, but the man seemed particularly excited about something, although so far it seemed tempered by a seriousness befitting the situation.

Steve had spent the majority of the flight reviewing the most important aspects of the debriefing packet, when the pilot finally called: "We're about forty minutes out from base, sir." Coulson nodded and then turned to Steve. Steve asked him thoughtfully as he held onto a small screen, which was currently showing him information about the Hulk: "So, this Doctor Banner was trying to replicate the serum that was used on me?"

Coulson nodded as he replied: "A lot of people were. You were the world's first superhero." He nodded at the screen as he explained: "Banner thought gamma radiation might hold the key to unlocking Erskine's original formula."

Steve stared at the green beast that was smashing a jeep to pieces and commented dryly: "Didn't really go his way, did it?" "Not so much." Coulson agreed, and then added lightly: "When he's not that thing though, guy's like a Stephen Hawking."

Steve glanced at him, confused, and Coulson saw the look. He explained: "He's like a… smart person." Steve raised his brows but nodded in understanding, and began to look back down at the screen when Coulson said earnestly: "I gotta say, it's an honor to meet you, officially."

Steve smiled at him in thanks, though he really did not like attention. Coulson added: "I sort of met you, I mean, I watched you while you were sleeping." Steve paused, and he looked down, putting down the tablet as Coulson said awkwardly: "I mean, I was... I was present while you were unconscious from the ice."

Steve moved to stand, peering outside at the ocean as Coulson rambled embarrassedly: "You know, it's really, it's just a... just a huge honor to have you on board." "Well, I hope I'm the man for the job." Steve replied with a small sigh as he gazed out at the wide blue ocean.

"Oh, you are. Absolutely." Coulson assured him. He paused and then added: "Uh... we've made some modifications to the uniform. I had a little design input." He smiled like a child who'd been told Christmas had come early, but Steve was more focused on another detail as he asked puzzled: "The uniform?"

When Coulson nodded, Steve asked hesitantly: "Aren't the stars and stripes a little... old fashioned?" He asked, trying to come up with the right word without downright insulting this man, who was clearly a fan, and technically himself.

Coulson smiled, though it was a little grim as he replied: "With everything that's happening, the things that are about to come to light." He shrugged as he said sincerely: "People might just need a little old fashioned."

Steve looked at the man in surprise before he turned his gaze back to the ocean thoughtfully. There had been a meaningful look Phil's eyes as he'd looked at Steve, and Steve understood the deeper sentiment behind the statement. And while he was still very uneasy, it touched him and made him feel a little more confident as they headed for SHIELD's base.

Soon, he was able to see the base and he was surprised to see what looked like a large ship floating on the ocean. The majority of the top deck was a large landing platform, which was where their quinjet headed. He watched in silent amazement at the sheer size of the base, impressed with what he was seeing.

Once they'd landed, Coulson led the way out as they disembarked, and Steve was surprised when they were met outside by the same woman from last night- agent Arianna Hart. She was dressed in a skin-tight black combat suit, and Steve had to quickly quench the urge to glance down, below her face level. Coulson nodded at her in greeting as he introduced again: "Captain, I'm told you've met Agent Hart."

"Ma'am." He greeted politely, nodding at the young woman. Her lips twitched again as she replied cheerfully: "Hi." She turned to Coulson as she added: "They need you on the bridge. They're starting the face-trace."

"See you there." Coulson murmured and she nodded. He patted her shoulder as he left, and Arianna turned back to Steve. His heart thudded as her piercing hazel eyes met his, but he shrugged it off. She was a beautiful woman, and he was an average guy; nothing more.

"Nice to meet you again, Captain." Arianna said as she indicated they walk, and he replied as she led him down the runway: "The pleasure's mine, ma'am, although I must say I wasn't expecting to see you again so soon."

Arianna's eyes were dancing with amusement as she turned to him with raised brows and told him: "It's Arianna or Agent Hart. 'Ma'am' sounds so… old." She laughed, and Steve's lips tugged into a small smile. "Very well, ma… Agent Hart." He corrected hastily as she shot him a bemused expression.

"Call me Steve." He added and Arianna chuckled. "Alright, Steve, but only if you call me Arianna then. Otherwise it'll be 'Rogers'." She teased and Steve blushed. She looked a little surprised as he murmured embarrassedly: "Alright…Arianna."

She smiled and changed subjects as they walked: "It was quite the buzz around here when we found you in the ice. I was there with Coulson when we went to get you, and I swear I thought he was going to die of happiness right there. Has he asked you to sign his Captain America trading cards yet?"

Steve stared at her- surely he'd heard her wrong. "Trading cards?" He asked, and Arianna nodded. She grinned as she explained: "They're vintage, he's very proud." Steve didn't know how to respond to that, and it seemed Arianna could tell. She was looking highly amused at any rate as she patted his arm.

"Relax. Just be yourself, and I'm sure you'll do great." She reassured him with a broad smile, and Steve was startled by just how fast his heart started beating at the contact and that smile. He'd noticed the first time that she looked much younger when she smiled, but she also looked much more innocent, like a sweet girl and not a strong agent.

Arianna didn't notice as her eyes focused on something further down the long runway. "Nat!" She called and Steve looked over to see another beautiful, red-haired woman standing beside a nervous looking man, whom Steve recognized as Dr. Banner.

The redhead had looked up at her name, and her blank, rather cold face became warmer as she walked over to greet the younger woman. Arianna walked over swiftly, and they pair hugged very briefly. Steve saw them whisper very quickly before Arianna turned back to him.

"Captain Rogers, meet Agent Romanoff." "Ma'am." Steve greeted and the redheaded woman raised her brow before she answered lightly: "Hi." Arianna had turned to the man standing somewhat awkwardly away, rubbing his hands nervously as he glanced around the base.

"Dr. Banner I presume?" She asked kindly and he looked startled, but shook the woman's hand. "Agent Hart." She introduced and he murmured: "Nice to meet you." Steve stepped up behind her, holding out his hand as he greeted: "Dr. Banner." The man glanced at him, and recognition lit his features.

"Oh, yeah." He murmured as he shook Steve's hand. "Hi. They told me you'd be coming." He gave him a small smile, still looking extremely nervous. Steve commented lightly: "Word is you can find the cube."

Arianna smiled, while Banner asked with a glance at Agent Romanoff: "Is that the only word on me?" "Only word I care about." Steve told him firmly and Banner looked briefly surprised before he became a little more relaxed.

Both Romanoff and Hart suddenly touched their earpieces, listening to something, while Banner commented as he gestured around them: "Must be strange for you, all of this." Steve shrugged as he admitted: "Well, this is actually kind of familiar."

He nodded at the agents doing drills around the place and the general fighting atmosphere as they were surrounded by powerful jets and small fighter planes. Arianna suddenly chimed in: "Gentlemen, you may want to step inside in a minute."

Romanoff added as she and Arianna both took a casual but firm stance, as though they were expecting the ship to start moving or swaying. Steve and Dr. Banner glanced up as there was the distinct sound a motor starting and parts of the ship clanking as it moved.

A voice called over the loudspeakers: "Secure the deck." Steve asked in disbelief as he and Dr. Banner looked around with wide eyes: "Is this is a submarine?" Dr. Banner scoffed as the two men walked to the edge of the ship: "Really? They wanted me in a submerged pressurized metal container?"

The men peered over the side of the ship, not noticing as the two women exchanged amused glances. Steve stared as he saw a large motor starting to rise out of the sea. A large wheeled motor. And he realized they were flight engines as the turbines whirred and the whole base began to lift off.

Banner commented, half amused and half horrified: "Oh, no. This is much worse." Steve couldn't answer, staring in shock. Arianna walked up behind him and he jumped as she murmured lightly: "See, I told you, you didn't want to make that bet."

He glanced at her amazed, and then around the flight deck to see pilots strapping the various jets and planes into place to prevent them from moving as the helicarrier lifted them higher into the sky.


	4. Germany

Steve continued to look around the base in awe as the two women led him and Dr. Banner onto the bridge. Arianna kept glancing back at him, looking amused. Both Steve and Dr. Banner paused at the entrance, staring around while Natasha walked on ahead. Arianna paused beside Steve, although she gave him plenty of space as he gazed about.

Steve had to admire the place as he looked around with wide-eyes. The whole floor was lined with high-tech computers and each computer was manned by an agent, all of them searching urgently for the missing Tesseract and Loki.

While Steve wandered around the bridge, Dr. Banner kept his distance, sticking to the outskirts of the room. Arianna glanced at him a few times, but her orders were with the Captain so she settled for just sending a few kind smiles at the shy, anxious scientist whenever they accidentally met eyes. He seemed unsure how to respond, but gave a small smile in return each time.

Arianna walked up to Steve as he walked over to the huge windows at the front of the room. "Impressive, isn't it." She asked, and he nodded, mouth still wide with wonder. "I've never seen anything like this." He murmured and Arianna chuckled.

"It gets better." She told him and he looked at her questioningly. She just nodded outside at the engines, and he looked at them curiously as they heard Maria call: "We're at lock, sir." And then Fury's order: "Good. Let's vanish."

Steve watched with wide eyes as every inch of the ship's surface switched to reflecting panels, making the ship invisible to the naked eye. Arianna smiled at his blatant amazement, and she then nodded towards the conference table that was set up in the far corner of the bridge.

He walked over, still looking around in amazement. Dr. Banner was already there, and Fury joined them at the table as he called: "Gentlemen." Steve wordlessly reached into his pocket, withdrawing a tenner. He handed it to Fury, who smirked amusedly, and Arianna chuckled while Steve continued to stare around curiously.

Arianna then snorted as she saw Maria glance up as Steve walked over, giving him a quick once over. The older agent heard her and raised her brows as Arianna paused beside her. "Don't even try telling me you didn't look as well." Maria said lightly and Arianna replied teasingly: "I never said I didn't."

Steve joined them again, asking Arianna curiously: "So, we're invisible to the eye, but are we invisible to radar, too?" Arianna nodded, leading him back to the others as she explained: "We have signal jammers and beacons. Basically if anyone tries to find us, they'll find their scanners aren't working. It's not perfect, but it works against most things and we're equipped to deal with anything else."

He nodded, and they caught the end of Fury's conversation with Dr. Banner as the scientist asked: "Where are you with that?" Fury nodded over at Coulson, who stood on the floor with the searching agents. Coulson explained: "We're sweeping every wirelessly accessible camera on the planet. Cellphones, laptops."

Arianna saw Nat pause by one of the agents' computers and her heart sank as she saw Clint's face on it. They'd exchanged brief words outside and neither woman was happy with the lack of progress on the case. Coulson finished: "If it's connected to a satellite, it's eyes and ears for us."

Nat looked up and she pointed out: "That's still not gonna find them in time." Arianna couldn't help but nod in agreement, but looked over as Dr. Banner commented: "You have to narrow the field. How many spectrometers do you have access to?" He asked Fury, who replied coolly: "How many are there?"

"Call every lab you know," Banner told them as he removed his jacket and got ready to work, "tell them to put the spectrometers on the roof and calibrate them for gamma rays. I'll rough out a tracking algorithm based on cluster recognition."

Arianna raised her brow, impressed, as Banner told Fury: "At least we could rule out a few places." He paused, and glanced around, asking: "Do you have somewhere for me to work?"

Arianna grinned, while Fury called: "Agent Romanoff, would you show Dr. Banner to his laboratory, please." Nat nodded and walked over, leading the way out. She commented as Banner followed her: "You're going to love it, Doc. We've got all the toys. Arianna goes crazy every time she's allowed in."

Both Steve and Banner glanced at Arianna in surprise, and she just looked back at them innocently. "Don't be fooled by her face." Nat called, not even looking back as she walked down the hall, and Arianna laughed, shouting after her: "You're one to talk, Natasha!"

Fury snorted, unable to help himself. Steve chuckled while Maria cleared her throat, trying to hide her smile.

* * *

><p>A few hours later, they were still searching. Arianna had moved to one of the computers, having become anxious more about Clint. Nat, after returning from escorting Dr. Banner, joined her as they watched the small progress being made. But both of them knew it was only to be expected- Clint was one of their best field agents, and they knew that if he didn't want to be found it would be almost impossible to track him down.<p>

Finally, Arianna looked away, disappointed and then snorted. Nat glanced up and Arianna nodded to one side of the room. Phil was standing beside Steve, and from Steve's somewhat awkward expression, a stark contrast to Phil's enthusiastic one, it was clear Phil was asking him to sign his cards.

Steve's eye caught Arianna's and when she grinned at him, he grimaced a little. She laughed, and he shook his head slightly at her even as a small grin tugged at his lips. Nat's brows raised, but they were all distracted as Agent Sitwell called sharply: "We got a hit. Sixty-seven percent match. Weight, cross match, seventy-nine percent."

Nat and Arianna tensed as Phil walked over quickly, asking: "Location?" Sitwell replied: "Stuttgart, Germany. 28, Konigstrasse. He's not exactly hiding." He pointed out as they received an exact matching photo of Loki dressed in a smart suit for the museum's gala event.

"Captain." Fury called and Steve looked over. "You're up." Steve nodded once, his face becoming serious and focused as he walked out. Arianna followed him and she explained as he glanced at her: "I'll show you to where your uniform is."

He blinked in surprise, but nodded and she led him to the special locker rooms that Fury had prepared for the potential Avengers. She opened the door to the men's room and told Steve lightly: "It'll be hanging up for you in locker seven. Trust me, it'll be hard to miss."

He nodded tightly, looking extremely tense so Arianna teased lightly: "Your suit awaits you, Captain." He cracked a grin but it disappeared quickly as he strode into the changing rooms, completely focused.

Arianna could appreciate that, and she smiled as she closed the door after him. She could appreciate it, but she had a sneaking suspicion Tony wouldn't. She briefly wondered what would happen if, or at this point when, they met but shrugged it off.

It was well known at SHIELD that Howard Stark thought highly of Steve Rogers and that they had been close friends. While Tony and Steve were very different, Arianna reasoned: what was the worst that could happen when Howard's son met Steve?

Boy was she going to regret thinking that later, when she remembered it.

* * *

><p>Arianna stood waiting for Steve at the quinjet. Natasha soon joined her, also dressed and ready for combat, if necessary. After a moment, Arianna pointed out quietly: "Where Loki is, Clint can't be too far away."<p>

Nat nodded, sighing in frustration as she muttered: "I know, but we have our orders. Technically, it makes sense since if we can get Loki then we can free Clint, but…" "But, I'd rather bring him back safe myself." Arianna murmured, nodding in agreement.

Nat sighed as she muttered: "I'll be happy when this whole mess is over. I can't believe this was what you and Clint were working on for all those months. No wonder you sounded agitated whenever we talked over the phone; I should've guessed it, you two hate security details."

"Don't make it sound like you do." Arianna pointed out and Nat grinned a little as she replied: "Shut it, Ria." They then spotted Steve walking towards them- well, he was a little hard to miss in the blue, red, and white uniform, complete with the shield. Both women could only imagine Coulson's reaction when he saw this.

"Wanna bet Phil faints?" Nat asked in a low voice, and Arianna replied just as quietly: "I bet he proposes on the spot." They cracked grins as Steve walked up and he looked at them curiously. "What?" He asked but both women just grinned.

Arianna's eyes were shining with amusement as Nat just said lightly: "Come on, Cap. Let's go." She walked onto the quinjet and Steve looked at Arianna. "Just making some jokes at Phil's expense. Trying to loosen some tension." She explained to him and he nodded.

"Let's move out." He said firmly and she smiled. "Yes sir, Captain." She said in a mix of amusement and slight admiration. He glanced at her in surprise once more but she was already boarding the jet and he simply followed without comment.

Steve was surprised once more when Natasha and Arianna took the pilot seats, particularly when it was Arianna who took them off. But again, he didn't comment and the ride to Germany was silent, the atmosphere becoming tense as they prepared to face off against a Norse God.

"There." Arianna said at last, and Steve leaned over her shoulder to look out the windshield. There, standing outside the museum, was Loki now dressed in his golden Norse armor and helmet as he stood in front of the kneeling crowd. Except, not all of them were kneeling.

Arianna's grip on the wheel tightened as they saw the old man who bravely dared to stand up against the God. They could hear the conversation through the jet's sensor systems and they heard Loki scoff: "There are no men like me."

"There are always men like you." The courageous old man replied, and while Arianna his nerve, she was extremely worried for the man's safety. Steve was feeling the same as he urged: "Arianna, hurry."

She nodded once as Loki called: "Look to your elder, people." Arianna said tightly: "Steve, get ready to drop." He moved to the back of the quinjet as Loki finished menacingly: "Let him be an example." Arianna opened the hatch as she shot by overhead the crowd, and just as Loki fired on the old man.

Steve landed right in front of the brave man, his shield raised and he deflected the blast so that it hit Loki, knocking the God off his feet. Arianna swung the jet around and Nat gripped the jet's gun stick, as they heard Steve say to Loki: "You know, the last time I was in Germany and saw a man standing above everybody else, we ended up disagreeing."

"The soldier." Loki spat. He stood up again slowly as he added scornfully: "A man out of time." "I'm not the one who's out of time." Steve replied in a steely voice and that was when Arianna flew the jet back so that it hovered just behind Steve, the jet's gun pointed at Loki.

Nat had a firm grip on the gunner as she called through the speaker system: "Loki, drop the weapon and stand down." He fired on them with his staff, but Arianna had been expecting it. She swerved them out of the way, at the same moment that Steve threw his shield at Loki.

It hit the God, hard, but he didn't move. The two began to fight as the civilians quickly fled the scene, and their swift movements were making it hard for Nat to get a clear shot on the God. Arianna gripped the wheel of the jet as they watched; to be honest, it wasn't looking too good for Steve.

The super soldier was holding his ground against the God, but his attacks were causing very little damage whereas whenever Loki managed to get a direct hit on him, Steve went flying. Arianna's eyes narrowed as at one moment, Steve went crashing to the ground and Loki whacked the bottom of his staff on Steve's head, snarling: "Kneel."

Nat's grip on the gunner tightened, both women wondering if they should risk shooting, but then Steve retorted: "Not today." before smacking the staff away and kicking the God back a few paces. Nat watched with narrowed eyes and she muttered: "The guy's all over the place."

Suddenly, someone said in their earpieces: "Agent Romanoff," Arianna grinned as she recognized the voice, "did you miss me?" The jet's control panel showed a warning: 'PA system override' as AC/DC's 'Shoot to thrill' blasted over their speakers.

Nat's face became irritated and she breathed a sigh while Arianna laughed. Tony heard her and said amusedly: "Oh, Ria. Hi." With that, he appeared above their heads as Iron Man came flying down from the sky, shooting two blasts at Loki and knocking the God off his feet.

Tony landed with a loud thud, and then the suit unlocked all its weapons, pointing various guns and small missiles at Loki. Tony lifted his hands and the suit's palms glowed with blast energy, ready to fire, as he said calmly: "Make your move, Reindeer Games."

Steve joined Tony, standing at his side and Loki glanced between the men and the quinjet hovering behind, before he powered down, his armor disappearing, as he slowly raised his hands in surrender. The guns on Tony's suit folded away as he commented: "Good move."

* * *

><p>Once the God was on board and his scepter confiscated, Arianna took them off while Tony and Steve keeping a sharp eye on him. Tony walked over, greeting cheerily: "Hey, Ria. How are you kid?" She grinned at him slightly although she didn't take her eyes off the skies as she flew them at top speed back to base.<p>

"Good, as always, Tony." Arianna replied lightly through the tension that was building in the jet. Loki's presence had placed both agents and Steve on edge, and while Tony was acting like he couldn't care less Arianna could see he was careful enough about what he said in front of the God.

Fury called as they reached about the halfway mark back: "Said anything?" "Not a word." Nat replied, and Tony walked back to stand opposite Steve, the two men standing right behind the women in the cockpit while the cuffed God sat in the far corner of the jet. Fury told them: "Just get him here. We're low on time."

Steve finally muttered: "I don't like it." "What? Rock of Ages giving up so easily?" Tony replied, sounding somewhat tense and annoyed. Arianna glanced at him briefly, but Steve was already replying: "I don't remember it being ever that easy. This guy packs a wallop."

He glanced at Loki, while Tony replied nonchalantly: "Still, you are pretty spry, for an older fellow." He looked at Steve, who glanced at him warily as he detected the slight malicious edge in Tony's voice. Tony asked mockingly: "What's your thing? Pilates?"

"Tony." Arianna warned as Steve frowned and asked confusedly: "What?" Tony ignored Arianna, keeping his eyes trained on Steve as he replied, tauntingly: "It's like calisthenics. You might have missed a couple things, you know, doing time as a Capsicle."

Arianna's grip tightened on the wheel as there was a pause before Steve said flatly: "Fury didn't tell me he was calling you in." "Yeah," Tony retorted, "there's a lot of things Fury doesn't tell you." He looked at Steve pointedly once more, and Steve's eyes narrowed.

"Tony, knock it off." Arianna ordered. She couldn't see the men, but the tension between the two was so thick you could cut it with a blunt knife… not that Arianna owned any blunt knives.

She glanced up as there was a sudden bolt of lighting and thunder rumbled in the distance. "Where's this coming from?" Nat wondered as the jet began to shake a little from the abrupt thunderstorm. Arianna frowned as she had an immensely bad feeling about all this.

Steve noticed Loki looking intently out of the window and he asked tightly: "What's the matter? Scared of a little lightning? "I'm not overly fond of what follows." Loki replied flatly, and Arianna glanced back. The jet jerked suddenly, shuddering as something hit the roof.

The others braced themselves quickly as Arianna called sharply: "Hold on, we have a hit. I'm gonna try to shake it off." She swerved the jet sharply, making everyone else stumble a little. Whatever was on the roof also slid in the opposite direction but it didn't fall.

"Damn." Arianna muttered as pulled another sudden swerve, this time sending Tony and Steve tumbling, but still their attacker held on. "What the hell?" Arianna muttered as Nat snapped: "That's what I want to ask you."

As the two men behind them got back to their feet, Arianna gripped the wheel again. Nat saw and warned: "Don't even try it." The younger woman hesitated and then both of them turned sharply as they heard the distinct sound of the ramp being lowered, and Steve called in alarm: "What are you doing?"

"Tony!" Arianna cried, aggravated, as she watched said man walking calmly to the ramp from the control panel. He had clearly been the one to open it, opting to face their attacker directly. Arianna was forced to focus on the front again as they narrowly missed being hit by a lightning bolt.

She heard a metallic whack, and glanced back to see Tony coming crashing down right behind her, while Loki disappeared in a whirl of blond hair and red cape. A very familiar red cape. She groaned- she should've realized when she saw the lightning. She just hadn't expected him to be able to come back to Earth.

"Now there's that guy." Tony muttered with a sigh as he got up, and Nat asked: "Another Asgardian?" "That was Thor." Arianna replied grimly, and Steve asked as he also got up: "Think the guy's a friendly?"

"Doesn't matter." Tony pointed out. "If he frees Loki or kills him, the Tesseract's lost." He made his way to jump out of the jet, and Steve called after him urgently: "Stark, we need a plan of attack!" Arianna almost snorted; like that was going to work on Tony.

Sure enough Tony replied shortly: "I have a plan. Attack." He jumped out of the jet and Arianna sighed. Nat was looking back, and she called as she watched Steve grab a parachute: "I'd sit this one out, Cap."

"I don't see how I can." Steve replied shortly, and Arianna warned concernedly: "These aren't your average enemies." Nat added: "These guys come from legends, they're basically gods."

"There's only one God, ma'am." Steve replied. "And I'm pretty sure he doesn't dress like that." Arianna glanced back just in time to see Steve jump out of the jet, and she sighed. "Men." Arianna muttered, and Nat commented: "Tell me about it."

She glanced at the younger agent as she added firmly: "We are going to stay here." Arianna nodded, although she landed the quinjet fairly quickly when Tony smacked into Thor, leaving Loki unguarded as the two, later joined by Steve, fought in the woods. She quickly locked the jet down as Nat jumped out and stood over Loki, keeping her gun trained on the God.

Arianna soon joined her, and each woman stood with a gun pointed firmly at Loki's head, standing guard as the three watched the other three fight. But Arianna frowned as she noted Loki wasn't even making any attempt to escape, and she noticed he seemed to be enjoying the show, standing casually between her and Nat as he watched the action down below.

The fight finally ended with Thor smashing his hammer down on Steve's shield, knocking the three men down and blowing out an entire section of the forest. Arianna's grip on her gun tightened as she stared at the destruction the three men had left behind.

They slowly made their way back up towards Loki and the jet. Thor grabbed his brother, taking over guard duty as the two agents lowered their guns. While Natasha escorted the Gods inside the jet, Arianna glared at the remaining two men.

"I hope you're proud of yourselves." She snapped before turning on her heel and walking into the jet. Tony and Steve winced as Arianna clambered into the pilot's seat without a backward glance, leaving the two men to glare at one another before they all took a seat in the jet.


	5. God of Mischief

_Early hours of May 2, 2012_

The ride back was silent, most of them too tense to say anything, although Steve and Tony threw the occasional nervous glance at Arianna. Tony knew she could have a temper and her wrath was not something he wanted to be on the receiving end of.

Steve however, had no idea and had been surprised by her anger, particularly the strong aura she gave off when she was furious. He had never been very good with women, and he certainly had no idea how to deal to an angry one. But considering his small experience with Peggy and taking into account that Arianna was apparently a highly accomplished agent, Steve decided he'd better not get on her bad side.

When they landed, there was an entire squadron ready to escort Loki to his cell. Nat led Thor and Steve on ahead to the briefing room on the bridge while Arianna cut the engines and locked the quinjet down. Tony stayed behind to give his suit a quick patch job, and to talk with Arianna.

"Sorry." He began as he worked the dent out of the suit's arm, and Arianna glanced up from where she'd been strapping down the jet. "I know, it was reckless, but you know how I am."

He shrugged and Arianna sighed. She knew it was the best she was going to get, and quite frankly, it was more than anyone, except Pepper Potts, got. So she just replied, letting her face soften: "Fine. Apology accepted. But try not to cause more trouble. Things are grim enough without you blowing something up."

She teased and he grinned as he promised: "Hey, I'll try, but you know it's not my fault if those guys can't take a good joke."

"I don't mean a good joke, Tony, I mean Banner." Arianna said, becoming very serious very quickly as she gave Tony a firm stare. "I need to find Clint, and he's our best guy. Try not to set him off."

Tony sighed and pulled a face but he raised his hand, as though he was taking an oath, as he promised her: "I won't push him more than I think it takes." "And that's all I ask. You know that." Arianna reminded him as she finished with the last buckle.

Tony replied lightly as he finished his work on his suit: "And it's why I like you kid. You know that." He mocked and she chuckled a little as they walked off, Tony heading to place his suit in the locker rooms safely while Arianna headed on to the briefing room.

Her face quickly became grim as she heard Fury start to speak to Loki over their earpieces: "In case it's unclear. You try to escape. You so much as scratch that glass." There was the sound of air rushing loudly, and Fury shouted above the noise it made: "Thirty thousand feet, straight down in a steel trap. You get how that works?"

The noise stopped abruptly, and Arianna quickened her pace towards where the others were. She heard Fury say: "Ant. Boot." She frowned- what did that mean?- but shrugged it off as Loki began to speak. "It's an impressive cage. Not built, I think, for me." Loki commented slyly.

"Built for something a lot stronger than you." Fury retorted, and Loki replied lightly: "Oh, I've heard."

Arianna walked into the conference just in time to see Loki look directly at the camera in his holding cell, making it look like he was speaking directly to the team as they watched him say on screen: "The mindless beast, makes play he's still a man."

Banner shifted uncomfortably from where he stood at one side of the room. Loki went on: "How desperate are you, that you call upon such lost creatures to defend you?" Thor was standing with his back to the conference table, looking thoughtful, as Fury repeated: "How desperate am I?"

Nat glanced up as Arianna walked around, but refocused on Fury as he continued: "You threaten my world with war. You steal a force you can't hope to control." Arianna sat beside Steve, opposite Nat at the table. She watched the screen as Fury spat: "You talk about peace and you kill `cause it's fun."

Fury stood right before the God as he said pointedly: "You have made me very desperate. You might not be glad that you did." "Ooh." Loki taunted, his eyes boring into Fury's.

He smirked as he mocked: "It burns you to come so close. To have the Tesseract, to have power, unlimited power. And for what?" Loki scoffed, and turned back to look at the camera as he scorned: "A warm light for all mankind to share, and then to be reminded what real power is."

He turned back to glare at Fury who replied simply: "Well, you let me know if Real Power wants a magazine or something."

Fury left, but Arianna watched with narrowed eyes as Loki turned his head and smirked directly at the camera… directly at the Avengers team.

The screen turned off, and Banner said sarcastically: "He really grows on you, doesn't he?" Arianna grimaced while Steve pointed out: "Loki's gonna drag this out. So, Thor," he called out to the Norse God, "what's his play?"

Thor replied slowly as he turned to them: "He has an army called the Chitauri. They're not of Asgard or any world known. He means to lead them against your people. They will win him the earth. In return, I suspect, for the Tesseract."

"An army." Steve said, sounding skeptical. "From outer space?" He looked at the two agents at the table, and Nat just lowered her eyes irritably while Arianna nodded. Maria Hill joined them, standing by the outskirts as Banner said thoughtfully: "So he's building another portal. That's what he needs Erik Selvig for."

"Selvig?" Thor asked, picking up on the name, and Banner explained: "He's an astrophysicist." "He's a friend." Thor replied shortly, and Arianna said quietly: "We know. I'm sorry I couldn't protect him for you."

He glanced at her, and he seemed to be sizing her up and he said thoughtfully: "Have we met?" Arianna shook her head as she explained: "Not officially, no. I was one of the guards around your hammer back in New Mexico two years ago. It's probably where you saw me before."

Steve glanced at her in surprise, but Thor nodded. Nat chimed in: "Loki has Selvig under some kind of spell, along with one of ours." Her eyes met Arianna's and the two shared a brief look of worry. Apparently, Clint had been at the museum, stealing Iridium while they fought Loki, and it killed them both inside to know they'd missed him again.

Steve interjected: "I wanna know why Loki let us take him. He's not leading an army from here." He pointed out, and Banner disagreed: "I don't think we should be focusing on Loki. That guy's brain is a bag full of cats, you could smell crazy on him."

"Have care how you speak." Thor interrupted sharply. He leveled a look at Banner as he told them firmly: "Loki is beyond reason, but he is of Asgard, and he's my brother."

Arianna, while somewhat moved by his continued love for his estranged brother, couldn't help raising her brows. Nat agreed with her as she pointed out to Thor flatly: "He killed eighty people in two days." Thor paused and then tacked on in a mutter: "He's adopted."

"I think it's about the mechanics." Banner interjected, bringing them back to the subject at hand. He asked pointedly: "Iridium, what did they need the Iridium for?" "It's a stabilizing agent." Arianna said at the same time Tony did as he finally walked into the room with Phil.

Tony added something to Phil in an undertone, before he continued: "Means the portal won't collapse on itself, like it did at SHIELD." He looked at Arianna as he added pointedly: "Really, Ria, I would've expected you to know that. It took them stealing it for you to finally realize?"

"Shut up, Stark." Arianna returned, and he grinned at her. He then added to Thor as he walked up to the table: "No hard feelings, Point Break. You've got a mean swing." He tapped Thor's arm, and the God watched him in confusion, but Tony just continued, returning his attention back to the topic: "Also, it means the portal can open as wide, and stay open as long, as Loki wants."

He walked onto the bridge control center, where Fury usually stood, and suddenly said abruptly: "Uh, raise the mid-mast, ship the top sails."

They all stared at him like he was a lunatic- which he sometimes was- but Tony just pointed to the side as he said loudly: "That man is playing GALAGA!" Steve looked confused and turned to look but the agents were busy watching Tony, Maria and Nat unimpressed and Arianna with raised brows. Tony went on: "Thought we wouldn't notice. But we did."

He then looked at the various screens on the control center and covered his eyes with one hand as he asked skeptically: "How does Fury do this?" "He turns." Maria said shortly, and Tony muttered: "Well, that sounds exhausting."

"Only because you hate turning your head; it's why you invented your touch holograms. Now focus, Tony, iridium." Arianna said pointed and he turned to wink at her before he turned back to the screens on the console.

"The rest of the raw materials, Agent Barton can get his hands on pretty easily." Tony explained as he messed around with the screens like a child. "Only major component he still needs is a power source. A high energy density," he turned back to them as he finished, "something to kick start the cube."

"When did you become an expert in thermonuclear astrophysics?" Maria asked scathingly, and Tony replied lightly: "Last night."

At their odd looks, he went on: "The packet, Selvig's notes, the Extraction Theory papers. Am I the only one who did the reading?" He demanded as he returned to the table.

"Does Loki need any particular kind of power source?" Steve asked, and Banner said thoughtfully: "He's got to heat the cube to a hundred and twenty million Kelvin just to break through the Coulomb barrier." "Unless, Selvig has figured out how to stabilize the quantum tunneling effect." Tony pointed out and Arianna frowned thoughtfully.

Banner returned: "Well, if he could do that he could achieve Heavy Ion Fusion at any reactor on the planet." "Finally, someone who speaks English." Tony said delightedly, beaming and winking at Arianna.

"Is that what just happened?" Steve asked and Arianna grinned, patting his arm comfortingly. Tony ignored the Captain as he continued, walking over to Banner: "I thought Arianna was the only one. It's good to meet you, Dr. Banner."

He shook the other scientist's hand warmly as he added: "You're work on anti-electron collisions is unparalleled. And I'm a huge fan of the way you lose control and turn into an enormous green rage monster."

Arianna rolled her eyes while Banner looked uncomfortable at that, although he muttered: "Thanks." Fury interjected as he walked into the room: "Dr. Banner is only here to track the cube. I was hoping you might join him."

Steve added, glad they were back in familiar territory for him: "Let's start with that stick of his. It may be magical, but it works an awful lot like a HYDRA weapon." He commented pointedly, but Fury replied: "I don't know about that, but it is powered by the cube." He nodded at Steve.

He then addressed the room, although it was mostly directed at Thor as he asked pointedly: "And I'd like to know how Loki used it to turn two of the sharpest men I know into his personal flying monkeys."

"Monkeys? I do not understand." Thor said, sounding confused, when Steve piped up: "I do!" He looked so excited that Arianna had to hide her smile, although she saw Tony made no attempt to hide his exasperated eye roll. Steve saw and he looked a little sheepish as he said: "I understood that reference."

"Shall we play, doctor?" Tony asked Banner, and the scientist looked happy to have a comrade as he nodded and replied: "Let's play some."

As they walked out, Tony called over his shoulder: "Ria, you coming?" Fury looked annoyed, but Arianna called back: "I'll join you later."

Once they were gone, Fury turned to his agents. "Romanoff, I want you to see what you can get out of the prisoner. Hart, I want you to run that new algorithm on finding Barton and then join Stark in the labs." The pair nodded, and moved off, Natasha walking out while Arianna walked over to one of the computers.

Steve and Thor hung around uncertainly, Steve pacing around by Arianna's desk as he naturally gravitated to one of the few faces he recognized in the room. But after a while, Steve disappeared out of the bridge, probably to get away from Phil's constant admiration.

Some time later, Arianna was finished and she made to leave but paused. She glanced at Thor and pulled up the file on Jane Foster, beckoning to Phil and showing it to him. He saw it as Arianna whispered: "Maybe ease his mind a little." She nodded at Thor, and Phil nodded in response as he caught on.

"Consider it done." He smiled and Arianna grinned. Just as she was about to leave, Phil added in an undertone: "I'm proud of you, Ria. I'm glad that through everything you managed to keep that heart Clint and I saw in you the first night we met."

Arianna turned to look at Phil in surprise but he didn't turn to look at her, just smiling gently. She beamed softly, and then impulsively hugged him, startling the older agent. "Thanks, Phil." Arianna murmured before she let go and walked quickly out of the bridge.

She was almost at the lab when Steve stormed out, looking incredibly annoyed. "Steve?" Arianna asked in surprise, choosing to follow him as he strode down the corridor. "What's wrong?"

"Stark." He bit out through grit teeth and Arianna sighed.

"Look, Tony can be annoying, I'll be the first to admit, but he means well… usually." She tried but Steve replied grimly: "No, him being annoying I can handle." She raised her brows at him, and he amended: "I can try to ignore. But what gets me is that he's right."

"'Right'? Right about what?" Arianna asked, bewildered and Steve glanced at her. He seemed to be thinking deeply before he asked abruptly: "You said earlier you were sorry you couldn't protect Selvig. What did that mean?"

Arianna was surprised as she replied confused: "I was there at the facility when Loki arrived. I was guarding the Tesseract with Agent Barton, but when the attack came I wasn't there. I was working in the garage, helping evacuate some equipment. Agent Barton, Loki, and Selvig walked past me, and I didn't stop the danger in time. They got away right before my eyes." She finished a tad bitterly.

She waited, but Steve seemed to be mulling her words over and she frowned. "What does that have to do with Tony?" She asked, and Steve finally replied: "You said you were guarding the Tesseract. Was SHIELD doing anything with it?"

She frowned, wondering what was with his line of questioning, as she answered warningly: "You know, I'm technically not supposed to tell you. I'll only tell you because you're Captain America." She paused and then admitted: "To tell you the truth, I don't really know. Selvig was monitoring it and I helped run the analysis, but what SHIELD did with that information wasn't my division."

"And you didn't question it?" Steve asked and Arianna raised a brow at him.

"I work in a spy organization with fellow spies. We all know nothing here gets done without some secret going on, but we know better than to ask. It's the only way we can function- you can trust each other to some degree because no-one has all the information besides Director Fury."

Steve glanced at her, and he said flatly: "It doesn't make it right." "There is no right when it comes to spies, Captain." Arianna pointed out just as flatly. "It's the best option we have amongst the grey between right and wrong. That's all it is."

He stopped by a door leading down to the secure storage room, glancing around warily.

"Steve." Arianna said slowly. "Please tell me you're not doing what I think you're doing." He ignored her as he began to heave the door.

"Steve!" Arianna hissed, and he grunted back: "I told you, Stark's annoying but he's right. Why didn't Fury call us sooner? Why not call Stark if this was really just about clean energy? There's something that doesn't quite ring true here. And I'm going to find out what it is."

He glanced at her as he said dryly: "Now, you have three options, ma'am." Her eyes narrowed irritably, but he just said pointedly: "One, you can do what's the 'best option amongst the gray' and tell Fury what I'm doing. Two, you can do what others like to do, and walk away."

Arianna's eyes blazed with anger, but Steve bore his blue eyes into her hazel ones as he finished: "Three, you can stop standing there looking pretty and help me." Her lips pressed into a thin line as he asked her firmly: "What's it going to be?"

She stared at him wordlessly, before she muttered: "This is at least a level 8, if not 9. My security card won't work, but I can try help you lift it." He smiled grimly as she took her place beside him and began to heave. They shoved the door off of its hinges and Arianna sighed as Steve slowly peered inside.

"If I lose my job because of this, I'll kick your ass." She told him and Steve replied lightly: "When you get a promotion for doing the right thing, you can thank me later." "We don't get promotions for doing the right thing. Spy organization." She reminded him as they slowly made their way down the storage room.

They glanced around, and then Arianna frowned as she looked up at the level above them. "Those crates…" She muttered and Steve glanced up at the metal crates above them. He asked quietly: "Is that the equipment you were moving last night?"

She nodded slowly, her shoulders tensing as she murmured back: "It doesn't make sense… what was so important it had to be moved in an evac only for it to be stored again here?" "Let's find out." Steve replied grimly as he jumped up to grab the railings and hauled himself onto the top catwalk.

He glanced down at her as Arianna stared. "Coming?" He asked and she muttered obscenities under her breath. He raised his brow as she took a short running start before jumping onto the highest storage boxes on the bottom level. He reached down and helped her, pulling her up as she muttered: "Stupid super soldier serum."

"Glad to see someone appreciates its not all good." He commented a little teasingly and she glanced at him seriously. "It was good- or rather you made it good. I've read all your reports and heard all the stories, Steve. You saved many lives." She said quietly and he paused.

"Not all of them." He muttered, trying to hide the pain as he remembered the nightmares that haunted him. But he blinked in surprise when Arianna said simply: "No, not all of them. But a great many more than most." She walked on, heading for the crates they'd spotted from below as Steve followed, still looking a little shocked.

"Why do you know the stories so well?" Steve asked her curiously as they stopped by the box and Arianna glanced at him quickly before she admitted: "Coulson's like a father to me. He- with Nat and Clint- basically raised me when I first joined here, and made me who I am today. He never shuts up about you- you're his hero."

Steve asked her, out of curiosity and not vanity: "And do you agree with him?" She appraised him and then nodded at the crates before them. "Phil's the finest man I've ever met." She told Steve without looking at him. "And I've never known him to throw out judgments lightly. That means that the man who he respects more than any other, to me, is one who deserves that respect."

Steve blinked in surprise once more, taken aback by her free admittance. She glanced at him and grinned wryly at the shock on his face. "Don't let it go to your head, though. I don't think anyone who's spent as much time with Phil as I have would be able to see you in a bad light. He's obsessed, that's what he is." She teased and Steve snorted.

"Right." He muttered, but before they began grabbing one of the crates he added to Arianna quietly: "Thank you." She grinned and just nodded, and then they grabbed the top crate and hauled it down. Steve gripped the lid and wrenched it open. He stopped in horror as Arianna's eyes widened, her face blanking as it was trained to react when shocked.

There, in the box, was a collection of HYDRA weapons.


	6. Trap

Steve turned on Arianna sharply as he demanded: "Did you know about this?" Her eyes went cold and he suddenly found himself looking at a very different woman from the one he'd seen so far. This was the face of Aria, a cold and emotionless killer. Even her air had changed, the fire turning to ice and her eyes steely.

The change only made Steve angrier as he saw full proof of how deeply SHIELD's training was ingrained in its agents. He was furious as he wondered just how much of this woman's words he could trust; he had never felt so alone on a 'team' before. His heart ached for his old team where he knew they had each others' backs. This group, this so-called team SHIELD had put together… he couldn't trust. Because he had the distinct feeling that they could easily stab him in the back when his guard was down.

Arianna meanwhile was furious, both with the situation she found herself in and with Steve's accusation. She had opened herself up to him because she'd felt she could trust Phil's hero, and he'd accused her the second he'd gotten angry. _He's no different from the others._ She thought bitterly. _They say 'trust' but no-one trusts a spy. We'll always be the first to be blamed… and I can't even blame them._

Arianna tried to keep her anger in check as she said slowly and distinctly: "No. Because if I did, one, I wouldn't be here, I'd be demanding Fury explain what he's planning, and two, I would never have brought you here." "So, you show your true colors. Your true loyalties." Steve scoffed scornfully.

His eyes were blazing like blue fires as he spat: "All that talk, and in the end it's never about the right thing. You'll just follow Fury's orders without question… like a machine."

Her eyes flickered, changing to pure anger, before the shutter was pulled down again and it was cold indifference. This only agitated Steve further, and he barely heard her as she snarled: "You don't know Fury like I do. He's not completely cold and calculating, and until I've spoken to him directly I choose to reserve my judgment on the precious few people in this world that I _trust_."

She spat the word but Steve remained unmoved as he picked up one of the guns and strode off. Arianna clenched her fists, willing herself to stay collected despite her deep anger, and let her SHIELD training kick in. She calmed down and followed Steve, as he strode back towards the lab. She could hear Fury inside the lab, which confused her briefly, until Tony asked: "What is Phase 2?"

Steve walked in, dumping the HYDRA gun on a nearby table as he snapped coldly: "Phase 2 is SHIELD uses the cube to make weapons." He addressed Tony as Arianna walked in after him: "Sorry, the computer was moving a little slow." Tony's eyes narrowed at Arianna, who saw his screen showing top secret SHIELD files.

_So, he hacked the security systems._ Arianna realized and if this had been any other situation she would've sighed and shaken her head at him amusedly. Unfortunately, she was feeling far from amused as Fury said to Steve, trying to placate the furious soldier: "Rogers, we gathered everything related to the Tesseract. This does not mean that we're-"

"I'm sorry, Nick." Tony interrupted and they all turned as Tony showed them the screen to show plans for weapons based off of the HYDRA weapon designs. Arianna's eyes face contorted in anger as Tony added scornfully: "What, were you lying?"

Steve said coldly to Fury as he folded his arms: "I was wrong, director. The world hasn't changed a bit." "Sir, is this true?" Arianna demanded as Fury's mouth pressed into a thin line.

"Don't pretend you didn't know." Steve snapped at her and Arianna exploded back: "I didn't!"

"She didn't, because it says specifically that it's level 8 and above, Arianna's only level 7." Tony chimed in flatly, and Arianna whirled on him as she snarled: "Oh, so you only trust me because you looked at the records."

He just gave her a thin-lipped look as Thor and Natasha walked into the lab as well. Banner turned to Natasha as he asked angrily: "Well then, did _you_ know about this?"

He gestured to the screen and the weapon lying on the table. Nat just replied firmly: "You wanna think about removing yourself from this environment, doctor?"

He scoffed: "I was in Calcutta, I was pretty well removed." "Loki's manipulating you." Nat told him sharply, and they all watched tensely as Banner retorted: "And you've been doing what exactly?"

"You didn't come here because I bat my eyelashes at you." Nat pointed out and Banner countered: "Yes, and I'm not leaving because suddenly you get a little twitchy." He pointed at the screen as he demanded to Fury: "I'd like to know why SHIELD is using the Tesseract to build weapons of mass destruction."

They all turned Fury expectantly, and the Director finally replied: "Because of him." He pointed at Thor who looked surprised. They all glanced at him, as Thor asked, stunned: "Me?"

Fury explained: "Last year earth had a visitor from another planet who had a grudge match that leveled a small town." The rest of the room watched incredulously as Fury faced off against Thor. "We learned that not only are we not alone, but we are hopelessly, hilariously, outgunned."

Thor pointed: "My people want nothing but peace with your planet." "But you're not the only people out there, are you?" Fury countered. "And, you're not the only threat." He turned to the room as he said to them meaningfully: "The world's filling up with people who can't be matched, they can't be controlled."

"Like you controlled the cube?" Steve asked contemptuously, and Thor added angrily: "Your work with the Tesseract is what drew Loki to it, and his allies. It is the signal to all the realms that the earth is ready for a higher form of war."

"A higher form?" Steve asked, brows furrowed, while Fury returned firmly: "You forced our hand. We had to come up with something-" He made to motion to the weapons plans when Tony interrupted with a scoff: "Nuclear deterrent. `Cause that always calms everything right down."

Fury turned to him as he said pointedly: "Remind me again how you made your fortune, Stark?" "Oh, this keeps getting better and better, doesn't it?" Arianna snapped, but Steve added scornfully: "I'm sure if he still made weapons, Stark would be neck deep-"

"Wait, wait, hold on." Tony interrupted irritably. "How is this now about me?" "I'm sorry isn't everything?" Steve returned scathingly.

"Steve, stow it." Arianna said sharply, and he ordered back: "Stay out of this, _Aria_." "Hey, don't talk down to her like that." Tony snarled.

Thor interjected disdainfully: "I thought humans were more evolved than this." Fury demanded of him: "Excuse me, did _we_ come to _your_ planet and blow stuff up?" "Did you always give your champions such mistrust?" Thor countered.

Nat joined the argument as she said irritably: "Are you really that naïve? SHIELD monitors potential threats-" "Captain America is on threat potential watch list?" Banner interjected with raised brows, to which Nat snapped back: "We all are."

Tony meanwhile was saying to Steve mockingly: "You're on that list? Are you above or below angry bees?" "Tony, you're not helping!" Arianna snapped as Steve said to the other man harshly: "I swear to God, Stark, one more crack-"

"Threating! I feel threatened!" Tony called loudly as the group continued to argue, their voices mixing as they all basically snarled at one another. Thor finally burst out above all of them as he mocked Fury: "You speak of control, yet you court chaos!"

"It's his M.O., isn't it?" Banner interjected and they all turned their attention to the scientist as he continued scornfully: "I mean, what are we, a team? No, no, no. We're a chemical mixture that makes chaos. We're... we're a time-bomb."

"You need to step away." Fury told him firmly, but Tony scoffed as he placed a casual hand on Steve's shoulder: "Why shouldn't the guy let off a little steam?" Steve hit his hand away as he snapped: "You know damn well why! Back off!"

Tony's eyes became steely and he said, no trace of his usual joking manner left: "Oh, I'm starting to want you to make me." Steve matched him as he stood toe-to-toe with Tony and growled: "Yeah. Big man in a suit of armor. Take that off, what are you?"

"Genius, billionaire, playboy, philanthropist." Tony listed. Nat shrugged as if to say 'he has a point', while Arianna dropped her head into her hands. This was _not_ how she'd thought this day would go. Steve snarled at Tony, unimpressed: "I know guys with none of that worth ten of you."

He leveled a look at Tony as he accused flatly: "Yeah, I've seen the footage. The only thing you really fight for is yourself." Arianna tensed as Steve continued, biting out: "You're not the guy to make the sacrifice play, to lay down on a wire and let the other guy crawl over you."

"I think I would just cut the wire." Tony retorted, but Arianna could see Steve's words had affected him. His hand was starting to shake just slightly in anger, and she took a step forward. Steve hadn't noticed as he smiled mirthlessly and retorted: "Always a way out... You know, you may not be a threat, but you better stop pretending to be a hero."

That hit Tony's nerve and as Arianna was about to snap at Steve to stop it, Tony said coldly: "A hero? Like you?" He stared Steve down as he said harshly: "You're a laboratory experiment, Rogers. Everything special about you came out of a bottle!"

"Enough, both of you!" Arianna snapped as she pushed her way between them. She placed her hands on Tony's chest, shoving him back as she used her back to push Steve away. "You're acting like children!"

"He started it, why're you taking his side?" Tony shouted at her, and Arianna snarled: "Tony, back down, now."

"Put on the suit, let's go a few rounds." Steve growled at Tony from behind Arianna, and she ordered him: "You're not helping! Grow up!"

Steve clenched his teeth but looked away as Tony also finally backed off a little. Thor began to laugh as he said: "You people are so petty... and tiny." He mused, and both Steve and Tony glared while Arianna pursed her lips.

"Yeah, this is a team." Banner muttered sarcastically, and Fury said calmly: "Agent Romanoff, would you escort Dr. Banner back to his-" "Where?" Banner interrupted. He gestured out the lab as he said sarcastically: "You rented my room."

"The cell was just in case-" Fury began, trying to placate the scientist but Banner interrupted flatly: "In case you needed to kill me, but you can't. I know, I tried." He bit the words out, and there was a moment's silence. Arianna's heart sank in sympathy for this poor man, who really was a nice guy. He just happened to have a small anger issue problem. Well, a big anger issue problem.

Banner saw their pitying looks and he muttered in explanation: "I got low. I didn't see an end, so I put a bullet in my mouth and the other guy spit it out." They all just stayed silent, Arianna lowering her hands from between Tony and Steve.

Banner continued: "So I moved on. I focused on helping other people. I was good, until you," he glared at Nat and Fury, "dragged me back into this freak show and put everyone here at risk."

His voice began to crack as he became agitated, reaching back as he growled at Nat: "You wanna know my secret, Agent Romanoff? You wanna know how I stay calm?" Arianna saw where his hand had gone and her hands moved to her gun on her hip holster.

Fury and Nat did the same as they all saw the same thing, while Steve said with force calm: "Doctor Banner." Banner glared at him, but Steve just said firmly: "Put down the scepter." Banner looked at his hand in surprise, only now aware that he'd grabbed the staff.

The tension in the room was thicker than ever, when suddenly a computer in the far corner of the room beeped. They all glanced at it as Banner carefully put the scepter down and muttered: "Got it. Sorry, kids." He added sarcastically as he walked to the computer. "You don't get to see my little party trick after all."

"Located the Tesseract?" Thor questioned, and Tony said quickly: "I can get there faster."

Arianna groaned as Steve muttered: "Look, all of us-" Thor interrupted as he told Tony: "The Tesseract belongs on Asgard, no human is a match for it."

Tony just shrugged, starting to leave the room anyway, but Steve had had enough and grabbed Tony's arm as he snapped: "You're not going alone!" Tony wrenched his arm away, Arianna still stuck between the two as Tony growled: "You gonna stop me?"

Fury looked at the pair in exasperation, while Nat's eyes narrowed as she took in Arianna's increasingly irritated face as she was squashed between the two men's shoulders as they once again stepped up to each other, Steve challenging: "Put on the suit, let's find out."

"I'm not afraid to hit an old man." Tony returned and Steve said through grit teeth: "Put on the suit."

"Would you two-" Arianna began, annoyed beyond belief, and they glanced down at her in surprise, having forgotten she was there as she stood with her face by Tony's chest.

But Arianna never finished as there was an almighty boom, and the whole base rocked. One side of the lab exploded as the explosion after-waves hit, sending the three flying into the wall. Steve gripped Arianna instinctively, protecting her from the explosion and flying debris as the three fell to the floor.

They sat up quickly, and as all three met eyes, Steve ordered Tony: "Put on the suit." "Yep!" Tony agreed as Steve helped Arianna up and then the two hauled Tony up quickly as they rushed out of the destroyed lab. As they ran, they heard Fury call to Maria over the ear coms: "Hill?!"

Maria responded tightly: "Number 3 engine is down!" There was a pause as she checked damage while the three continued to run through the corridors, avoiding panicking agents. Maria called: "We lose one more engine, we won't be. Somebody's got to get inside and patch that engine."

Fury asked: "Stark! You copy that?" Tony replied swiftly: "I'm on it!" They ran as Fury continued to order: "Coulson! Initiate official lock down in the detention section then get to the armory! Move out!"

Arianna's fists clenched and her brows furrowed in worry as Fury then called: "Romanoff?" Arianna let out a breath in relief as she heard Nat answer swiftly, but with a slightly agitated undertone: "I'm okay."

Arianna switched on their private line, and called: "Nat, you sure?" "Yeah…no." Nat replied, and Arianna's heart dropped.

"Why?" She demanded, but there was no further answer. Tony suddenly peeled off from their group, saying urgently: "Find engine three. I'll meet you there." They nodded and Arianna said quickly: "It's this way."

Steve took off with Arianna, even as the younger woman still listened anxiously for a response. "Nat?" She called, and Steve said to her firmly: "Arianna, you have to focus." She nodded unwillingly. Steve tried to reassure her as they sprinted down the corridors: "I'm sure Romanoff will be fine…"

An almighty, animalistic roar echoed throughout the helicarrier. Arianna almost stopped- there was only one thing on this helicarrier that could make that noise. The Hulk was loose.

Steve slowed slightly, glancing back as he began: "Er-" "Come on!" Arianna ordered as she raced down towards engine three and he quickly followed her.

"Arianna-" Steve began, although he really didn't know how to reassure her, but Arianna replied tersely: "Not now. We need to focus, Cap."

He nodded and didn't say anything more as they reached the airlock door. Steve hauled it open, and they slipped past the injured agents who'd been caught outside when the blast hit. "Stark!" Steve called urgently as he raced out into the empty space.

Arianna joined him and they looked around at the massive hole that had been blown beside the engine, which was unmoving as flames licked the top. "Stark, we're here!" Steve shouted, and Arianna breathed deeply as Tony replied shortly: "Good."

The Iron Man suit flew to a stop before them as Tony told them: "See what we got." He flew in closer to the damaged engine controls, and muttered: "I gotta get this super conducting cooling system back online before I can access the rotors and work on dislodging the debris."

"Tony, we don't have much time." Arianna reminded him and he jerked his head once in curt agreement. He called over to Steve: "I need you to get to that engine control panel," he indicated the panel attached to what remained of the wall, "and tell me which relays are in overload position."

Steve nodded and as Tony flew over to the cooling system, Steve jumped the distance to grab an overhanging rafter and then swing up to the panel. Arianna waited impatiently, unable to get there to help as she could neither jump far enough nor fly.

She used the time to call through her earpiece: "Thor, are you there? If you can hear me, find the Hulk and stop him. Nat won't be able to contain him." There was no response- Arianna doubted Thor knew how to use the earpiece to answer- but she had to hope he heard her.

Tony called to Steve: "What's it look like in there?" There was a pause and Arianna slapped her face with her hand as Steve replied: "It seems to run on some form of electricity." "Well, you're not wrong." Tony muttered.

"Steve, are the wires all connected?" Arianna interjected and Steve paused, before answering: "No." "If you look carefully, the wires have small patterns on them. Those patterns match the rim of the connecting ports, so you just have to re-attach them." Arianna explained, and Steve replied: "Yes, ma'am."

"Don't call me that." She snapped and he retorted as he began to connect the wires: "Arianna's too long." "Then it's 'Aria' or 'Ria', but call me 'ma'am' again and I'll kick your ass, Cap." She threatened and he replied, sounding slightly amused beneath his grim tone: "Okay, Ria."

After about a minute, he called: "Okay, all wires connected. Now what?" "Are any of the panels by the connecting ports lighting up red, or a really dark orange?" Arianna asked, and Steve replied: "Just the one."

"Then you need to pull out that wire and reconnect it, it should automatically reboot." Arianna told him. There was a moment's silence and he reported back: "All lights blinking yellow." "Great. Tony, you heard that?" Arianna called and he called back as he blasted away more debris from his path: "Loud and clear."

"So, relays are intact. What's our next move, Stark?" Steve called, and Tony admitted grimly: "Even if I clear the rotors, this thing won't re-engage without a jump. I'm gonna have to get in there and push."

Arianna frowned as Steve protested: "Well if that thing gets up to speed, you'll get shredded!"

Tony replied grimly: "That stayer control unit and reverse polarity long enough to disengage mag-" "Speak English." Steve interjected and Arianna snorted. She could almost see Tony rolling his eyes in annoyance. Arianna chimed in: "Steve, it's the red lever on the other side of the motor."

He looked out and saw it as Tony explained: "It'll slow the rotors down long enough for me to get out. Stand by it, wait for my word." Steve jumped the distance, landing on what remained of the catwalk that had once been there. Suddenly, Sitwell called over their ear coms: "We got perimeter breach! Hostiles are in SHIELD gear. Hold on to every junction."

_This just gets better and better._ Arianna thought in exasperation.


End file.
